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Environmental Assessment
Introduction

Identifying Information
Project Name: North Lander Wild Horse Gather

NEPA Number: DOI-BLM-WY-R050-2021-0037-EA
Type of Project: Wild Horse gather and population control measures

Location of Proposed Action: The North Lander Complex is located in Fremont County, Wyoming within
an area confined by Highway 287 on the south, the Gas Hills Highway Wyoming 136 on the north and is
mostly east of Highway 135; see Appendix D, Map 1.

Name and Location of Preparing Office:

Lander Field Office

1335 Main Street

Lander, Wyoming 82520
Lease/Serial/Case File Number:
Applicant Name:

Background

This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared to analyze and disclose the environmental
consequences of gathering wild horses and applying wild horse population control measures in the
Conant Creek, Dishpan Butte, Muskrat Basin, and Rock Creek Mountain Herd Management Areas
(HMAs), collectively known as the North Lander Complex, over a 10-year period, as proposed by the
Bureau of Land Management Lander Field Office. The BLM proposes to implement population control
measures in conjunction with wild horse gathers and removal of excess wild horses in the North Lander
Complex. The four HMAs making up the North Lander Complex are shown on Map 2 in Appendix D.

Surface land ownership in the North Lander Complex is provided in Figure 1:

HMA BLM State Private | Water Total
Acres Acres Acres Acres | Acreage

Conant Creek 49476 2821 5420 57717

Dishpan Butte 92373 6089 1245 29 99736
Muskrat Basin 176227 | 12113 4914 0.5 193255

Rock Creek Mtn.| 19085 3024 2475 24584
Complex Total | 337161 | 24047 14054 29 375292

Figure 1 Surface Ownership Acres

The BLM protects, manages, and controls wild horses and burros under the authority of the Wild Free-
Roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFRHBA) of 1971, as amended. This law ensures that healthy herds
thrive on healthy rangelands. The proposed action should prevent deterioration of the rangelands and
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help maintain a “thriving natural ecological balance” (TNEB) and multiple-use relationships in the North
Lander Complex for several years.

The 2014 Lander Record of Decision and Approved Resource Management Plan (2014 Lander RMP)
identified HMAs and the appropriate management level (AML), i.e., the appropriate number of horses for
each HMA, given available natural resources. Table 2 shows the AMLs for the North Lander Complex,
population size estimates based on aerial surveys completed in 2020, and projected herd sizes for the
years 2021-2032 if no management actions are taken and herds are allowed to grow unchecked at
expected rates of 20% per year.

Table 2. Population estimates for wild horses in the North Lander complex of HMAs in 2021, and
projected population sizes for 2022-2032 if no population management takes place and herds are
allowed to grow at 20% per year.

Low | High
AML | AML
ConantCreek | 60 | 100 | 263 | 316 | 379 | 454 | 545 [ 654 | 785 | 942 | 1131 | 1357 ] 1628 | 1954

Dishpan Butte 50 100 | 270 | 324 | 389 | 467 | 560 | 672 | 806 | 967 | 1161 | 1393 | 1672 | 2006
Muskrat Basin | 160 | 250 | 952 | 1142 | 1371 | 1645 | 1974 | 2369 | 2843 | 3411 | 4093 | 4912 | 5895 | 7073
Rock Creek Mtn.| 50 86 179 | 215 | 258 | 309 | 371 | 445 | 534 | 641 | 770 | 924 | 1108 | 1330
Complex Total: | 320 | 536 | 1664 | 1997 | 2396 | 2875 | 3450 | 4141 | 4969 | 5962 | 7155 | 8586 | 10303 | 12364

HMA 2021 | 2022 | 2023 | 2024 | 2025 | 2026 | 2027 | 2028 | 2029 | 2030 | 2031 | 2032

* All numbers are estimates of population size on March 1 (pre-foaling)
**2021 numbers are based on 2020 post foaling population surveys

**%2022-2030 numbers are estimates based on an annual increase of 20%
Figure 3 Population Estimates 2021-2032

Purpose and Need

The BLM has determined that wild horse numbers are above the AML in these HMAs and that action is
necessary to remove excess animals. Wild horse numbers above the AML constitute excess wild
horses as described in the Act. The 2014 Lander RMP identified the high AML as the highest number of
horses that the rangeland can accommodate and still achieve a TNEB. Current population numbers are
above high AML and the HMA is not achieving TNEB, and therefore this action in necessary to achieve
TNEB, consistent with the Act. Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) monitoring on riparian areas within
these HMA's shows that wild horses are a contributing factor to the majority of riparian areas being
categorized as “Functioning at Risk” or “Not Functioning.” Very few riparian areas within the HMAs are
in “Proper Functioning Condition”. Continued use of forage and water resources at the current
population levels is expected to have a detrimental impact to riparian areas, rangeland health, and
overall TNEB if actions are not taken to reduce the population in these areas. These impacts are likely to
intensify as the population continues to grow.

The primary purpose for this action is to achieve and maintain a wild horse population within the AML
for the North Lander complex through removal and population control measures. A secondary purpose
of this action is to remove any wild horses that have strayed outside these HMAs but are within the
immediate geographic area (north of Hwy 287 and within 10 miles of the complex boundary).

The need for the action is that wild horse populations in all HMAs within the complex are currently in
excess of the high AML, the HMAs are not demonstrating TNEB, and wild horses are contributing to
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damage of sensitive riparian areas within the complex. At current population levels and expected
population growth, wild horses are expected to cause continued degradation of the public lands and
prevent those areas from achieving a TNEB and meeting rangeland health standards.

Because wild horse numbers have exceeded the AML for many years, measures to control population
growth can help maintain populations within the AML and reduce the need for more frequent gathers.
The BLM must maintain a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple-use relationship on public
lands consistent with the provisions of Section 3 of the WFRHBA, 16 U.S.C. § 1333, and Section 102 of
the Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA), 43 U.S.C. § 1701. BLM also is responsible for
preventing unnecessary or undue degradation of public lands. 43 U.S.C. § 1732. BLM must remove wild
horses from private lands when requested by the affected landowners. 16 U.S.C. § 1334.

The 2014 Lander RMP incorporated the need to avoid resource damage in Decision 4121 and authorized
wild horse gathers (Decision 4121 and 4123) to “maintain a thriving natural ecological balance” or as
needed to maintain the herd sizes within the AML. The utilization of population control measures was
approved in Decision 4122,

Decision to be Made

Based on the analysis in this EA, the authorized officer will decide how to respond to the presence of
excess wild horses in the North Lander Complex. The authorized officer will decide whether to gather,
remove, and/or treat and release wild horses in North Lander Complex and what population control
methods, if any, will be applied.

The decision to be made would not set or adjust AMLs, which BLM set in the 2014 Lander RMP.
Similarly, the decision would not adjust livestock use, which was also established in the 2014 Lander
RMP.

Conformance with BLM Land Use Plans
Actions in the project area must conform with the 2014 Lander RMP as updated by maintenance
actions. See 43 CFR1610.5.

The RMP directs that BLM should conduct wild horse gathers and use population control measures
when necessary. The specific management actions that apply are described below:

Table 1. Conformance with BLM Land Use Plans

Record Management Action Text

1121 Conduct regular and periodic gathers when necessary to maintain a thriving natural
ecological balance or when required by emergency to maintain the initial Appropriate
Management Level ranges (number of horses)

4122 Utilize chemical and other population control measures as needed to maintain
Appropriate Management Level ranges

4123 Gather wild horses outside the established Herd Management Areas during routine
periodic gathers. Prioritize gathers in greater sage-grouse Core Area unless removals are
necessary in other areas to prevent serious issues, including herd health impacts. Utilize
Required Design Features and techniques such as those in Appendix L (of the Lander
RMP), to promote genetic diversity and limit adverse impacts to wild horses from
gathering.
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4127 Manage the four North Lander Complex herds as one herd to promote good distribution
and genetic mixing but maintain separate horse Appropriate Management Levels in
existing Herd Management Areas.

4021 Require the use of certified noxious-weed free forage, mulch, and other land-applied
products for BLM-authorized activities on BLM-administered lands.

6063 Establish stocking rates in areas preferred by livestock that allow for appropriate
utilization levels by livestock, adjusted for the anticipated intensity of use necessary to
provide sufficient forage and cover to support and maintain healthy, diverse wildlife and
wild horse populations and to achieve the Wyoming Standards for Healthy Rangelands.
Utilization levels may vary based on the implementation of a comprehensive grazing
strategy or as needed to achieve vegetation objectives.

4023 Require that equipment and vehicles used for BLM-authorized activities be cleaned for
seeds of noxious weeds and invasive nonnative species before moving onto BLM-
administered lands. Prohibit project vehicles accessing BLM-administered lands via
cross-county travel from driving through infestations during access to the site. If the area
on which BLM-authorized activities take place is identified as being a high risk for
invasive and/or noxious weeds, require that vehicles be cleaned before leaving the
worksite and include prescriptions for the disposal of wash water.

LR:13.4 Facilitate trophy and high-quality hunting opportunities in WGFD hunt units targeted for
special management criteria.

6084 Cooperatively develop mitigation measures to reduce the impact or intensity of
disruptive activities in Mule Deer Hunt Area 90 and Antelope Hunt Areas 67, 68, 69, and
106.

In accordance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA), the BLM consulted with the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) on the 2014 Lander RMP through a programmatic Biological
Assessment (BA) prepared in 2012 and the USFWS's 2013 Biological Opinion (BO). In the BA, the BLM
described wild horse management actions at a programmatic, planning level, but stated that further
consultation would be needed for future site-specific actions. The BLM initiated informal ESA Section 7
consultation for this project through verbal discussions with USFWS on June 9, 2021 and a letter to
USFWS on June 10, 2021. In a follow up letter on June 21, 2021, the BLM requested consultation and
provided more detail on the impacts anticipated from the proposed action. In a letter dated June 25,
2021, the USFWS concurred with the BLM's conclusions, as described below.

In the 2012 BA, the BLM determined that the wild horse management program for the Lander planning
area is likely to adversely affect desert yellowhead (Yermo xanthocephalus). The BA also stated that the
wild horse program may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, desert yellowhead critical habitat
due to the BLM-committed conservation measure of not conducting gather activities such as using
temporary gathering and holding facilities in critical habitat.

The BLM has determined that the proposed gather action may affect but is not likely to adversely affect
desert yellowhead, for the reasons provided below in the desert yellowhead section. The BLM also has
determined, consistent with the programmatic finding, that the proposed action may affect, but is not
likely to adversely affect, desert yellowhead critical habitat.
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In the 2012 BA, the BLM concluded that the wild horse program may affect, but is not likely to adversely
affect, Ute ladies’-tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis). Consistent with that determination, the BLM has
concluded that the proposed action may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, Ute ladies’-tresses.

Identification of Issues and Scoping
Public Involvement

Public scoping took place April 1-30, 2021. Issues identified through the scoping process have been
considered in the development of this EA. Many comments from the public requested that we change
the AML and/or that we eliminate livestock grazing. Changes such as these are made through the land
use planning process, and, as such, are not considered in this analysis of the proposed action and its
alternatives.

Subsequently, on January 19, 2022, the EA was listed on BLm’s ePlanning website. Consistent with Wild
Horse and Burro Program policy, BLM accepted public comment on the EA for 30 days.

Concurrent with the EA’s listing a press release was distributed to the following media outlets: The
Associated Press, Wyoming Public Media, Casper Star Tribune, County10 and Pitchengine, Riverton
Ranger, Lander Journal, Dubois Frontier, Thermopolis Independent Record, Wind River Radio Network,
Wyoming Livestock Roundup, and was also published on blm.gov and social media accounts.

Internal Scoping

The proposed action was reviewed by an interdisciplinary team. Preliminary issues were considered to
aid in the development of the proposed action or design features. The interdisciplinary team then
determined which issues warranted further consideration.

Issues Identified for Detailed Analysis

The following issues were identified for detailed analysis:

Wild Horse Population
How would the proposed population growth suppression activities affect wild horses?
How would gather operations affect wild horses?
How would the proposed action affect the genetic diversity of this population?

How would the proposed action affect the complex’s ability to maintain a self-sustaining
population?

Native Vegetation
How would the proposed action affect native vegetation within these HMAs?
Wildlife

How would the gathering of wild horses from the North Lander Complex affect wildlife
resources including Threatened and Endangered Species, and special status species and their
habitats?

Livestock Grazing/Range Administration

How would the reduction to AML addressed in the proposed action affect livestock operations
within these HMAS?
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Issues Considered and Eliminated from Further Analysis

The BLM considered the following issues but determined that they did not warrant analysis in this EA
for the reasons discussed below.

What effect will the proposed action have on properties unevaluated and eligible for the National Register of
Historic Places (NRHP)?

The proposed action for this undertaking is an area of 375,292 acres. There are multiple known
properties unevaluated and eligible for the NRHP in this area. Based on the project design it is not
anticipated that the proposed action will have an effect on historic properties outside of potential trap
sites. To help ensure that there would be no effect to known or unknown historic properties, a Class llI
Cultural Resource Survey will be required prior to the final selection of trap sites. This design feature
should help eliminate the effects to Historic Properties. Therefore, this resource issue does not need to
be carried forward for analysis.

What effect will the proposed action have on wetland/riparian areas within the HMAs?

The proposed action consists of an area containing approximately 375,292 acres. There are numerous
wetland/riparian areas within this project area that wild horses, cattle, and wildlife utilize year-round.
These wetlands are identified through the National Wetland Inventory (NWI). To ensure that there are
no adverse impacts to these wetland/riparian areas, trap sites will not be located within 500 feet of any
identified wetland/riparian areas. This design feature would eliminate the effects from trap sites to
wetland/riparian areas throughout the proposed project location. Therefore, this resource issue does
not need to be carried forward for analysis.

How many additional livestock would be placed on the range following the removal of wild horses?

None of the alternatives in this EA propose adjustments to permitted livestock use following the gather.
Changes in the amount of forage allocated for livestock use are made through land use planning
decisions. Information regarding the amount of forage permitted for livestock use is provided in the
“Livestock Grazing” section of the EA.

Would wild horses removed from the HMAs be euthanized or sent to slaughter?

Under current policy, the BLM does not sell or send wild horses or burros to slaughter. The BLM takes
measures to ensure wild horses that are sold or adopted are not sent to slaughter.

Would wild horses be treated humanely as part of this action?

In conducting all wild horse gather, removal and fertility control treatment operations, BLM uses best
management practices to protect the health and safety of wild horses. PIM 2021-002 establishes policy
for the Comprehensive Animal Welfare Program (CAWP). BLM follows this policy in all operations to
ensure wild horses are treated humanely.

How would gather operations lead to the introduction and/or spread of noxious and invasive weeds?

There are a variety of noxious weeds occurring throughout the western US that could be introduced on
contractor vehicles or equipment when contractors arrive to implement gather operations or that could
be introduced through hay fed to captured horses. These noxious weeds include those already in the
North Lander Complex, such as black henbane, Canada thistle, cheatgrass, field bindweed, musk thistle,
Russian knapweed, saltcedar, Scotch thistle, and whitetop, as well as noxious weeds that are problems
elsewhere in the west that have not yet been introduced to Fremont County, such as Dyer's woad,
ventenata grass, medusahead, and many others. In order to minimize the potential for new
introductions of noxious weeds as a result of gather operations, the BLM has included as design
features the following measures consistent with decisions in the 2014 RMP: 1. Vehicles and equipment
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accessing the gather area for the first time will be cleaned of mud and weed seeds prior to arrival
(Decision 4023), and 2. All hay fed at trap sites or holding facilities will be certified weed-free (Decision
4021). Based on analysis in the EIS for the 2014 Lander RMP, these design features are expected to
substantially minimize the potential for the gather to introduce and spread noxious weeds; therefore,
this resource issue was not carried forward for analysis in this EA.

How would gather operations impact desert yellowhead populations and desert yellowhead critical habitat?

Desert yellowhead is a narrowly-distributed, threatened forb species that grows in two populations
areas, both of which are located within the Dishpan Butte HMA in the North Lander Complex. The
species grows in dry, sparsely vegetated settings and occupies a total area of approximately 50 acres
over the two populations. The desert yellowhead critical habitat is a 360-acre area surrounding the
larger of the two populations.

The majority of gathers will happen in the fall. Desert yellowhead typically produces seeds, complete its
life cycle, and senesces by mid-September, spending the fall and winter dormant underground. Most
gathers would have no potential to impact growing and reproducing desert yellowhead plants because
they will be implemented after the plant has completed its growth and reproduction cycle. In addition,
wild horse monitoring data show the desert yellowhead populations and surrounding areas have low
concentrations of wild horse use, due to substantial distance from water and horse preference for areas
with greater abundance of riparian vegetation. Given the small area of occupied habitat and the large
gather area (approximately 50 occupied acres in a gather area approximately 375,000 acres), it is
unlikely that horses would be herded through the populations. If some horses did run through, they
would likely be in relatively small numbers due to low numbers of horses typically using the areas. The
very low probability that some plants could be trampled during a horse gather is similar to the
probability of plants being trampled under current conditions from wild horses utilizing the rangelands
within the HMAs. The project will have a beneficial impact to native vegetation including desert
yellowhead by reducing the overall potential for trampling and grazing by wild horses in the complex.
Therefore, this issue is not carried forward in this EA. The BLM consulted informally with the USFWS
with a determination that the North Lander Wild Horse Gather may affect, but is not likely to adversely
affect, desert yellowhead and its critical habitat. The BLM included the following conservation measure
as a design feature of the project: No temporary gathering or holding facilities will be placed in desert
yellowhead critical habitat or in desert yellowhead population areas.

How would gather operations impact Ute ladies’-tresses populations and habitat?

Ute ladies'-tresses is a threatened orchid species that occurs in riparian areas in scattered locations
throughout the west. The gather area contains small areas of potentially suitable habitat in riparian
areas throughout the North Lander Complex. Since approximately 2017, the BLM and Wyoming Natural
Diversity Database have been surveying some of the highest probability habitat within the North Lander
Complex for Ute ladies’-tresses, and have not found any individuals of the species. The species has
never been found within either the Sweetwater River or Wind River watersheds where the project would
occur. If there are Ute ladies’-tresses plants in the North Lander Complex, they would grow in riparian
areas. The BLM would not use temporary gathering or holding facilities within any riparian areas, thus
avoiding impacts to potential Ute ladies’-tresses habitat. Wild horses tend to congregate on riparian
areas. Trampling of riparian areas due to gather activities would not be any higher than typical, daily
trampling that is occurring currently. This project seeks to maintain and enhance quality riparian habitat
through removing horses that trample and utilize wetland vegetation, and is therefore beneficial to Ute
ladies’-tresses and its habitat. Ute ladies’-tresses completes its growth and reproductive cycle in
September, so the majority of the gathers would occur outside of the growth and reproductive phase of
any Ute ladies’-tresses plants. Therefore, this issue is not carried forward in this EA. The BLM consulted
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informally with the USFWS with a determination that the North Lander Gather may affect, but is not
likely to adversely affect, Ute ladies’-tresses. The BLM included the following conservation measure as a
design feature of the project: No temporary gathering or holding facilities will be placed in Ute-ladies’-
tresses suitable habitat, i.e., wetland and riparian areas.

How would gather operations impact BLM sensitive plant species populations?

There are several BLM sensitive species that occur within the gather area. Upland species include
Beaver Rim phlox, Cedar Rim thistle, Fremont bladderpod, limber pine, Porter's sagebrush, and Rocky
Mountain twinpod. These species tend to occur in small areas with specific habitat requirements,
typically on steep, sparsely vegetated slopes or rocky ridgetops. BLM sensitive species occurring in
wetlands include meadow milkvetch and meadow pussytoes. While BLM sensitive species habitat will
not be specifically avoided for temporary gathering/holding facilities, it is unlikely that such facilities will
be placed within their habitat. Meadow pussytoes and meadow milkvetch occur in wetlands, and the
BLM would not place these facilities in wetland or riparian areas. The rock outcrops, rocky ridges, and
steep slopes that comprise the majority of habitat for the remaining species is not a good location to
put trap sites. The best locations for trap sites are on existing roads at the top of broad hills or on
saddles. The project will have a beneficial impact to native vegetation including BLM sensitive species
by reducing the trampling and grazing by wild horses to levels experienced when the herd is at AML.
Due to the unlikelihood of trap sites being located in sensitive species habitat, this project is unlikely to
affect BLM sensitive plant species, and this resource issue is not carried forward in this EA.

How would gather activities impact mule deer and pronghorn hunters in WGFD special management hunt
areas?

In the Lander RMP the BLM established an objective for this area to:

Facilitate trophy and high-quality hunting opportunities in WGFD hunt units targeted for special
management criteria.

In addition, the RMP identified the following action to support this objective:

Cooperatively develop mitigation measures to reduce the impact or intensity of disruptive activities in
Mule Deer Hunt Area 90 and Antelope Hunt Areas 67, 68, 69, and 106.

The proposed action includes a design feature that will ensure this objective is met, and that impacts to
hunting in these special management areas will be avoided or mitigated. Therefore, this issue does not
require detailed analysis.
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Proposed Action and Alternatives

No Action-No Gather, Removal, or Population Control

The No Action Alternative is included as a baseline for comparison with the action alternatives, as
required under NEPA. It does not meet the Purpose and Need for the action since it would not permit
the land to meet TNEB due to high wild horse herd sizes relative to available resources. Similarly, a no
action alternative does nothing to reduce the high annual growth rate of the wild horse herds. However,
in accordance with the BLM NEPA Handbook (H-1790-1), BLM can analyze the No Action Alternative to
aid the analysis of other alternatives, even if it does not meet the Purpose and Need (see Handbook
6.6.2 at page 51).

Gather to the Low AML Only (No Population Control)

This alternative would include gathering and removing wild horses from the complex using a
combination of helicopter drive-trapping, helicopter assisted horseback roping and bait/water trapping.
Horses retained in the HMA will be over the age of 5 and possess good conformation, color, and, to the
extent it can be evaluated, disposition. No population growth suppression (i.e. fertility control) measures
would be implemented. To meet the purpose and need for the action, gathers would have to be repeated
as soon as the population exceeds the high AML, which would likely be approximately every 3 years.
Over a 10-year period this would necessitate approximately 3-4 gathers. If the initial gather takes place
in 2022 approximately 2076 horses would need to be removed at that time. After the initial gather, each
subsequent gather would require removal of approximately 200-250 horses, assuming a 3-year gather
schedule. To ensure the genetic viability of the herds within the complex, as evidenced by having
adequate levels of observed heterozygosity, the BLM would engage in genetic diversity monitoring of
observed heterozygosity levels. One or two 1—-2-year-old fillies could be exchanged between HMAs as
well as introduced from external HMAs in conjunction with these regular gathers, depending on results
of that genetic diversity monitoring.

Proposed Action-Gathers, Removals, and Fertility Control

The proposed action alternative is to gather wild horses from the complex as many times as needed
over a ten-year period to fully implement fertility control measures analyzed in this EA and reduce the
population to the AML. Removals would focus on removing young and highly adoptable animals. Older
and less adoptable animals would be selected for fertility control treatments and would be returned to
the range. All four HMAs within the complex would be gathered using a combination of helicopter drive-
trapping, helicopter assisted horseback roping and bait/water trapping. Some horses would be removed,
and some would receive fertility control treatments and be returned to the range. Fertility control
measures/treatments that may be used include the following:

e Geld/vasectomize a high percentage (up to 95% or more) of captured stallions returning to the
range.

e Use flexible Intrauterine Devices (IUDs) for wild horses on open (not pregnant) mares returning
to the range.

e Use GonaCon-Equine vaccine on all mares returning to the range including mares receiving an
IUD.

e Implement a 60:40 male:female sex ratio.
Monitoring and Adaptive Management

The population control measures proposed in this EA are intended to keep the wild horse population
within the appropriate management levels. It is not the intention of this action to eliminate reproduction
within the complex; only to reduce it so that it is in balance with mortality. Because the proposed action
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involves multiple gathers and treatments over a 10-year period, exact numbers of treated horses would
vary with each gather and be based on gather success, gather frequency, population monitoring, and
response to treatment. BLM would use an adaptive management approach that employs a suite of
treatment options together with population monitoring.

Although four population control options are being analyzed, that does not mean that all four will
necessarily be used at once. BLM can analyze the four treatment options to choose the best
combination of treatments for each HMA. The goal will be to use the minimal amount of treatments that
effectively controls the reproduction rate.

BLM will monitor the population during the 10-year period primarily through aerial census using the best
available sampling methodology and established standard operating procedures. These census flights
will record the total population size and the adult to foal ratio, and, to the extent feasible, capture band
composition and dynamics using photo and video recording. In addition to aerial surveys, wild horse
specialists and technicians will make similar observations from the ground throughout the complex and
throughout the year. Ground monitoring will also include observations of herd health and range
conditions.

First Gather

e All treatment options except for adjusted sex ratios may be applied in conjunction with the first
gather.

e The initial gather would attempt to achieve an 80-90% capture rate. Assuming the gather takes
place in 2022 this would equate to ~1900-2200 horses captured.

e Most horses age 5 and under would be permanently removed. Older horses not selected for
fertility treatment would also be permanently removed.

e Approximately 300 horses of each gender would receive treatment and be returned to the range.

e Fertility control treatments would take place either at a BLM holding facility (Rock Springs,
Wheatland, or Canon City), or they could also be done at a temporary holding facility within or
near the complex.

o Animals that would be returned to the range would receive a uniquely numbered radio
frequency ID (RFID) chip in the nuchal ligament of the neck.

o All mares would receive an initial dose of GonaCon-Equine vaccine and would be held
for at least 60 days and given a booster dose.

o While in holding some mares may be checked for pregnancy via palpation or ultrasound
and open mares may receive a flexible IUD that is appropriate for wild horses.

o Selected stallions would be gelded or vasectomized.

o A few stallions and mares with exceptionally good body type may be selected for
retention without treatment in each HMA.

o Animals that receive fertility control treatments would be given a unique freeze brand
that indicates which treatment they received. Identifying treated animals will be
essential for future monitoring and treatment efforts.

o Once these treatments are complete and gelded males have had time to heal all treated
animals will be returned to their respective HMAs.
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All other untreated captured horses would be removed from the complex and prepped for
possible private care placement (i.e., adoption), as described under gather related impacts later
in this EA.

To ensure the genetic viability of the complex, as evidenced by having adequate levels of
observed heterozygosity, the BLM would engage in genetic diversity monitoring of observed
heterozygosity levels and one or two 1—2-year-old fillies could be exchanged between HMAs as
well as introduced from external HMAs in conjunction with these regular gathers, depending on
results of that genetic diversity monitoring.

The portion of Dishpan Butte HMA west of Hwy 135 is physically isolated and may be somewhat
genetically isolated from the rest of the complex. Because of this isolation, genetic exchange
between this specific area and the rest of the complex will be facilitated by the BLM with each
gather event as described above.

BLM anticipates that the initial gather would result in a post-gather population of close to 1000 animals
with approximately 60-70% having some form of fertility control treatment. Close to 1400 horses would
be removed in the initial gather if it takes place in 2022. If the complex isn't gathered at that time, the
number of horses that would need to be gathered, removed, and treated in the initial gather will continue
to increase at a rate of approximately 20% per year. The 10-year duration of the management decision
would begin at the time of the initial gather.

Second Gather

Prior to a second gather, aerial surveys would determine whether the population in each HMA is
increasing, decreasing, or static, and determine the approximate size of the foal crop. This data
would be used to approximate the foal to adult ratio which would, in turn, inform decisions
about the appropriate level of future fertility control treatments. With the ultimate goal being a
static or very slightly increasing population within the AML range, the BLM would aim to apply
greater or lesser levels of fertility control treatments so that the number of surviving foals
always slightly exceeds the expected number of animals that die due to natural mortality in the
herds.

A second gather would take place approximately 2 years after the first gather.

Most mares treated once with GonaCon-Equine during the initial gather should be open two
years after the initial gather. Re-captured previously treated mares that have not previously
been given an IUD may be pregnancy checked and additional open mares could be given IUDs.
The percentage of mares getting IlUDs will be determined by monitoring results.

Mares previously treated with GonaCon-Equine that are pregnant and mares not chosen for an
IUD would be given a booster dose of GonaCon-Equine.

Previously treated geldings or vasectomized stallions would be documented and then released
without additional treatment.

As dictated by apparent foaling rates and herd size measures that result from population
monitoring (i.e., aerial surveys), previously uncaptured animals would either be removed, receive
fertility control treatments as described and released, or released without treatment. If aerial
survey monitoring results indicate a need for additional removals, selection criteria will be age
based with older horses being favored for retention and younger horses being favored for
removal.

Subsequent gathers within 10-years
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e The same process as for the second gather would be followed for subsequent gathers within
the 10-year time frame of the decision.

e If population monitoring shows greater mortality than reproduction, fertility control treatments
would be reduced. If at any time monitoring indicates that the population in any particular HMA
has dropped below the low AML or is close to doing so, BLM could introduce young,
reproductively viable horses from within the complex immediately, suspend new fertility control
treatments for animals that are returned to the range, or both, until the reproduction rate once
again exceeds the mortality rate. If necessary, animals from other BLM-managed HMAs could
also be introduced.

e Sexratio skewing in the animals returned to the range could be implemented in the second and
all subsequent gathers if population monitoring shows a need, with the population goal of no
greater than 60% male and 40% female in the free-roaming herds.

Emergency Gathers

The preceding paragraphs outline a phased approach to implementing fertility control treatments and
achieving the AML over a 10-year period. This process will be adhered to under normal conditions. The
geographic area encompassed by these HMAs has experienced reoccurring years of drought conditions.
Should current conditions continue and worsen, or a similar drought event occur during the 10-year
period, it may be necessary to conduct an emergency gather to ensure TNEB within the complex.

Should an emergency gather be necessary, the same adaptive management strategy would be used to
determine the numbers to be removed and the amount of fertility control treatment needed. Even with a
gather geared primarily towards removal (such as an emergency gather) it is likely that additional
animals will be caught that could be treated. In an emergency scenario fertility control may need to be
applied to a much lower degree or not at all, especially if the removals bring the population to the AML.
Previously treated animals would be given priority for retention, but a reproducing component of the
population would be retained in each HMA consistent with the objectives previously described.

Common to All Gather Events

To maintain relatively high levels of genetic diversity in the various individual herds within the complex
area, the BLM would conduct genetic monitoring during gather events. Hair follicle samples would be
taken and analyzed. In its WHB herd management handbook (2010), the BLM identified the preference
for observed heterozygosity levels to be maintained at levels no lower than 1 standard deviation below
the mean for feral horses, and for a relatively low rate of loss of observed heterozygosity. As a routine
matter, the BLM will aim to exchange at least two 1-2 year-old fillies between HMAs within the complex
in conjunction with gather events. In addition, if genetic diversity monitoring indicates that the observed
heterozygosity rates are low, or that the rate of loss of heterozygosity is high, then the BLM could
introduce additional fertile animals from other HMAs outside the complex. The selection of source
populations could vary, but it is expected that the animals would come from a fairly closely related herd,
such as one with pairwise Fst values between 0.05 and 0.15. Animals introduced from outside the
complex would likely include two 1-2 year-old fillies, and may also include a small number of young
fertile stallions, if appropriate. This in conjunction with normal movement between HMAs would ensure
genetic viability in the herds, as demonstrated by the herds having adequate levels of observed
heterozygosity so as to avoid any negative effects of inbreeding.

Design Features of the Proposed Action Alternative and Best Management Practices

Cultural Resources
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Prior to the final selection of any trap site, a BLM archaeologist shall review the State Historic
Preservation Office and BLM cultural resource records for the proposed trap site. If the proposed trap
site overlaps with a Historic Property or otherwise significant cultural resource, the trap would be
moved, and if it does not overlap with any known Historic Properties or otherwise significant cultural
resources, trapping would be allowed to move forward at that location. The BLM may elect to conduct a
field assessment of the trap location if information identified in the records review indicates this would
necessary.

The contractor conducting the gather must immediately report to the BLM any cultural and/or
paleontological resource (historic or prehistoric site, object, or fossil) discovered on Federal Land by the
contractor, or any person working on their behalf. The contractor must suspend all operations in the
immediate area of such discovery until the BLM issues an authorization to proceed.

Wildlife Resources

Trap locations will be sited to avoid adverse impacts to wildlife, including occupied GRSG leks, riparian
areas, and other BLM sensitive species habitats.

Rangeland Management Resources

Livestock operators within the gather area would be notified prior to the gather, enabling them to take
precautions and avoid conflict with gather operations.

Trap sites will not be located within 500 feet of any Wetland/Riparian areas identified by the National
Wetland Inventory.

Trap locations will be located to avoid adverse impacts to established rangeland improvement projects.
Noxious Weeds

1. Vehicles and equipment accessing the gather area for the first time will be cleaned of mud and
weed seeds prior to arrival.

2. All hay fed at trap sites or holding facilities will be certified weed-free.
Special Status Plant Species

1. No temporary gathering or holding facilities will be placed in desert yellowhead critical habitat
or in desert yellowhead population areas.

2. No temporary gathering or holding facilities will be placed in Ute-ladies’-tresses suitable habitat,
i.e., wetland and riparian areas.

Recreation and Visitor Services:

Every attempt will be made to avoid gather activities during hunting seasons. If gather activities will
occur during hunting season, the BLM will work with Wyoming Game and Fish Department to mitigate
those impacts and notify hunters when the activity will occur.

Alternatives Considered and Eliminated from Further Analysis

The BLM considered a number of alternatives but decided not to analyze them in detail because they did
not meet the Purpose and Need for the action by adequately reducing the population growth for this
complex. The population growth rate of wild horses is approximately 20% per year and removing excess
horses would offer only a temporary reduction in numbers. The alternatives the BLM considered but did
not analyze in detail were:

e Fertility Control Use in the Absence of Gathers and Removals: Exclusive use of porcine zona
pellucida (PZP) vaccines to control population growth by darting, bait trapping, helicopter
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gathers or a combination thereof, without removal of horses from the complex. Darting and bait
trapping are difficult to accomplish in areas with the size, remoteness, and topography of the
four North Lander HMAs and have limited utility because of the low efficiency of that approach.
Although PZP vaccines could be administered as part of a helicopter gather, past experience
using available PZP vaccine formulations has shown them to be unsuccessful in sufficiently
preventing pregnancy to control population growth when administered at intervals of three
years or more. National gather needs and limited funding currently do not support a consistent
three year gather cycle. PZP vaccines are also most effective when administered in the winter to
very early spring. Most helicopter gathers take place late summer and fall. The BLM has utilized
PZP vaccines in these and other Wyoming HMAs but failed to reduce the population growth rate
to the extent needed to economically and efficiently support the AML and rangeland health.

Only use GonaCon-Equine on mares administered as part of a helicopter gather to control
population (not in conjunction with any removals or other forms of fertility control). The
effectiveness of GonaCon-Equine for wild horse mare fertility control is largely dependent upon
the ability to administer booster shots. Because darting and bait trapping would have limited
effectiveness in the North Lander HMAs, the needed boosters would be dependent upon the
BLM conducting additional helicopter gather/gathers within a short period of time and/or
holding treated mares in temporary holding corrals long enough to administer a booster. Even if
mares were held long enough to administer a booster dose, the effectiveness of GonaCon-
Equine would diminish annually with little to no infertility expected after approximately 4 to 5
years (see Appendix D). Because BLM does not expect that every mare could be treated to the
extent and frequency needed to limit population growth, some level of helicopter drive trap
gathers would still be necessary every 3-4 years. The BLM determined that there was a low
likelihood of being able to gather this complex every three years and therefore did not analyze
exclusive reliance on fertility control vaccine as a stand-alone alternative. Without subsequent
regular boosters, a single and possibly even two applications of GonaCon-Equine would not
meet the Purpose and Need for a sustainable population control solution.

Change the AML:

Public scoping led to comments, suggesting that the AMLs for the HMAs should be changed. AMLs
were established in the 2014 Lander RMP. This action would require a planning level RMP amendment
decision, and, as such, it is beyond the scope of this EA.

Alternative Capture methods:

Some commenters suggested the BLM should exclusively utilize capture methods that do not involve
helicopter drive trapping. The BLM identified bait/water trapping, chemical immobilization, net gunning,
and wrangler/horseback drive trapping as potential alternative methods for gathering wild horses. The
information below will demonstrate that these methods would not accomplish the purpose and need for
this area.

Bait trapping is included in the proposed action where appropriate, but not as the only or
primary gather method. Bait/water trapping as an exclusive gather method would not be
effective because of the size, remoteness, and limited accessibility of the HMAs, and because
forage and water in these HMAs is typically available. Bait trapping typically fails to achieve a
high percentage gather in areas where water or forage are readily available. A high percentage
gather is necessary for successful implementation of any population control measures.

Chemical immobilization would not be feasible due to the size of the HMAs and the number of
horses that need to be gathered. Furthermore, chemical immobilization is a very specialized
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technique and is strictly requlated. The BLM does not currently have the capacity to implement
this method at the scale required by this project, therefore it is not considered as an alternative.

e Net gunning techniques would also be infeasible due to the size of the HMA and the number of
horses that need to be gathered. Net gunning techniques normally used to capture big game
also rely on helicopters in close situations. Net gunning heavier animals like horses may be
more dangerous to the horse compared to net gunning pronghorn and mule deer. The preparers
of this EA are unaware of any previous occasion when BLM has ever used net gunning as a
capture technique for wild horses. Net gunning also requires a capture crew to be on board of
the helicopter posing risk to more people and to the wild horse in the event of a mishap. This
alternative poses high risk to human health and safety, therefore it is not considered as an
alternative.

e Use of wranglers on horseback drive-trapping to remove excess wild horses can be fairly
effective on a small scale; however, due to the large number of excess wild horses to be
removed and the large geographic area of the HMAs, exclusive reliance on this technique would
not be feasible. Horseback drive-trapping is also very labor intensive and can be very hazardous
to the domestic horses and wranglers during gather operations.

For these reasons, with the exception of limited use of bait trapping, the foregoing capture method
alternatives were eliminated from further consideration and are not analyzed in detail for the
proposed action and alternatives.

No Horse Removal, Fertility Control Only:

An alternative considered but not carried forward for detailed analysis was the use of fertility control
methods only, with no wild horse removal. As described in the gather section above, it may be possible
and practical at some point to gather and treat horses with no or limited removal, but only after the AML
is achieved through removals. As an exclusive management action this alternative does not meet the
purpose and need to maintain the AML, as the existing population of wild horses within the HMAs is
currently above the established AML and BLM is legally obligated to remove excess wild horses to
prevent degradation of rangeland resources.

Control of Wild Horse Numbers by Natural Means:

This alternative would use natural means, such as natural predation, loss of available forage due to
overgrazing by horses, and weather, to control the wild horse population. This alternative was
eliminated from further consideration because it would violate the WFRHBA which requires the BLM to
protect the range from deterioration associated with an overpopulation of wild horses by removing
excess wild horses from the range. It is also substantially similar to the No Action alternative.

The primary “Natural Means” would be population correction based on the population reaching carrying
capacity of the natural vegetation in the area. Due to the absence of natural predators for wild horses
this would be limited only by vegetation and water. Furthermore, wild horses are a long-lived species
with documented foal survival rates exceeding 95%. As addressed at length in the National Academies
of Sciences report about wild horse and burro management (NRC 2013), wild horses are not a self-
regulating species.

This alternative would allow for a steady increase in the wild horse populations which would continue to
exceed the carrying capacity of the range and would cause increasing damage to the rangelands until
severe range degradation or natural conditions that occur periodically — such as blizzards or extreme
drought — cause a catastrophic mortality of wild horses in the HMAs. This alternative would result in
severe degradation to vegetive communities upon which wildlife and livestock depend and result in
unnecessary suffering and starvation of wild horses.
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For these reasons this alternative would have a severe negative impact on other multiple uses
(especially wildlife and livestock) and would not correspond with the multiple use mission established
by the FLPMA. It also fails to maintain a TNEB, and, as such, it would not comply with the WFRHBA.

Remove or Reduce Livestock within the HMAS:

Under this alternative no wild horses would be removed from these HMAs. Alternatively, livestock
would be removed from these HMAs to provide adequate forage for excess wild horses. This alternative
was not analyzed in detail because it does not meet the Purpose and Need to manage wild horses
within the AML. Livestock grazing is an authorized use under FLPMA and the areas within the HMAs
are open to livestock grazing under the Lander RMP.

While the BLM is authorized to remove livestock from HMAs, “if necessary to provide habitat for wild
horses or burros, to implement herd management actions, or to protect wild horses or burros from
disease, harassment or injury” (43 CFR 4710.5), this authority is usually applied in cases of emergency
and not for routine management of wild horses since it cannot be applied in a manner that would be
consistent with the existing land use plans (43 CFR 4710.1).
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Affected Environment and Environmental Effects

General Setting and Geographic Scope of the Project Area

The area covered by this analysis is within the jurisdiction of the BLM Lander Field Office, Wyoming.
The four HMAs listed in Figure 1 encompass approximately 375,292 acres of public, private and state
land, all within Fremont County in central Wyoming, (see Appendix D, HMA Maps). Topography consists
of rolling mesas with defined drainages with some mountains and badlands. The major topographic
feature of the complex is Beaver Rim which bisects part of the complex and in other areas serves as a
natural barrier and border. Elevation varies from approximately 5,300 feet to 7,548 feet. Summers are
hot, and winters can range from mild to bitterly cold. Annual precipitation varies with elevation and
topography throughout the complex from 6-16 inches with most of the complex falling in the 6-11 inch
range. Some of this water is captured in reservoirs or pits. Flowing wells, springs, and creeks are the
primary sources of water for wild horses, livestock, and wildlife within these HMAs. Snow can also
provide limited seasonal water. The vegetation within these HMAs is comprised primarily of sagebrush
steppe and includes a limited amount of mixed juniper and limber pine woodlands.

Resources Considered and Eliminated from Further Analysis
Resources and features not present or not affected by the proposed action or alternatives; and not
discussed in this EA can be found in Appendix A.

Resources Brought Forward for Analysis

Wild Horses and Burros

Issue(s) Identified

Issue 1: How would the proposed population growth suppression activities affect wild horses?
Affected Environment

The estimated wild horse population within the North Lander complex of HMAs was 1,664 on March 1
of 2021 (this was also the assumed population size in November 2020). With the addition of foals that
are expected to be born in 2021 and 2022 (the 2021and 2022 foal crops), and accounting for survival
rate of foals and adults, the population is estimated to grow at an annual rate of 20% per year, and to
reach 2,396 horses (see Figure 2) by the fall of 2022, if no gather takes place before then. These HMAs
were last gathered in November of 2012. At that time 754 horses were gathered and an estimated 71
were not. Of the gathered horses, 194 studs were released, and 152 mares were released for an
estimated post gather population size of 417 horses. 145 of the 152 mares received PZP treatments.
The post gather stud to mare ratio was approximately 56% to 44%. Because the effects of PZP and mare
to stud ratio skewing are not permanent, the BLM estimates that, at this time, approximately 50% of the
wild horses are studs and 50% are mares, and that all breeding age wild horses are currently able to bear
offspring. No other population growth suppression tactics have been used in these HMAs since 2012.
Even with the population growth suppression techniques used after the 2012 gather, the herd growth
from 417 horses in November 2012 to 1,664 horses 8 years later in November 2020 indicates an
approximate growth rate of 18.9% per year. This rate is very close to the assumed 20% per year that the
BLM generally uses in population projections.

Environmental Effects
No Action

Since no population growth suppression strategies would be utilized under the No Action alternative,
this alternative would have no direct impact on wild horses. However, there would still be excess wild
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horses present on these HMAs, and a thriving natural ecological balance would not be maintained. Over
time, food, water, cover and space would not be adequate to support the growing wild horse population
in these HMAs. When this occurs, there would be negative impacts to wild horses, as there would be
inadequate resources to sustain the population on the range.

When there is an overpopulation of wild horses on the range, there would be an overall degradation of
habitat qualities for wild horses, which would negatively impact the overall health of the wild horses in
the population. This alternative would result in the wild horses being more concentrated, experiencing
more competition for resources, and there would be more trailing and concentrated use near water
sources. This would result in more fighting among horses accessing water sources. Water quality and
quantity would degrade over time to the detriment of all rangeland users, including wild horses. Wild
horses would also have to travel a greater distance back and forth between water and desirable foraging
areas. An overpopulation of wild horses would eventually lead to large-scale degradation of rangeland
habitat and large-scale die-offs of wild horses and other wildlife due to starvation.

Gather Only

Under this alternative, BLM would gather and remove excess wild horses from these HMAs, but no
population growth suppression strategies would be implemented. Therefore, there would be no direct
impacts to wild horses as a result of these strategies. However, failure to take action to control the
growth rate of the wild horse population in these areas would require more frequent gathers in future
years. Under this alternative, the expected future gather frequency for these HMAs would be
approximately every 3 years, compared to every 4 years or more under the proposed action. Therefore,
stress to wild horses as a result of future gather operations is expected to be higher.

Proposed Action

Under the Proposed Action several population growth suppression strategies would be utilized: the
immunocontraceptive vaccine GonaCon, IlUDs, male sterilization, and skewed sex ratios. Any
combination of these tools may be used. This analysis is intended to summarize the potential effects of
these treatment methods so that the right tool can be used at the right time. More detailed information,
including a literature review related to all the population growth suppression strategies and their
potential effects, is provided in Appendix E.

Immunocontraceptive vaccines and IUDs are administered only to breeding age mares. Because the
BLM would not gather the entire herd under this alternative, there would be approximately 5 — 20% of
the herd remaining that would not undergo any fertility control treatment in any given gather and would
still be able to breed normally. Additionally, not all treatments would be successful, in the sense that
fertility control vaccine efficacy is less than 100%, and the vaccines under consideration can have
effects that may last from one to several years, in the absence of a booster shot. Thus, some animals
are still able to successfully breed after receiving an immunocontraceptive vaccine. Similarly, it is
expected that IUDs will fall out of some treated mares, after which those mares will return to fertility.
However, even if only a fraction of the mares in a herd are successfully treated, that fraction of
successfully treated mares can lead to a decrease in the overall fertility rate and a corresponding
decrease in the realized annual growth rate for the population. In most cases, immunocontraceptive
vaccines appear to be temporary and reversible, with most treated mares returning to fertility over time
(see Appendix E).

Contraception has been shown to be a humane treatment to slow increases in wild horse populations or,
when used with other techniques, to reduce horse population size (Bartholow 2004, de Seve and Boyles-
Griffin 2013). All fertility control methods in wild animals are associated with potential risks and
benefits, including effects of handling, frequency of handling, physiological effects, behavioral effects,
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and reduced population growth rates (Hampton et al. 2015). However, those effects do not generally
outweigh the potential benefits of using contraceptive treatments in situations where it is a
management goal to reduce population growth rates (Garrott and Oli 2013).

Successful contraception would be expected to reduce the frequency and size of future wild horse
gathers and their associated impacts. Under this alternative, after implementing population growth
suppression strategies, the expected future gather frequency for these HMAs would be approximately
every 4 years or longer.

Selectively applying contraception to older animals and returning them to the HMA could reduce the
compensatory reproduction that often follows removals (Kirkpatrick and Turner 1991). On the other
hand, selectively applying contraception to younger animals can slow the rate of genetic diversity loss —
a process that tends to be slow in populations of long-lived animal with high levels of genetic diversity —
and could reduce growth rates further by delaying the age of first parturition (Gross 2000).

Mares that undergo fertility control treatments would have increased stress from additional handling by
humans. Most mares recover from the stress of capture and handling quickly once released back to the
range, and none are expected to suffer long term direct effects from the fertility control treatments,
other than becoming temporarily infertile.

Biological stress refers to the increased physical demands on a mare’s body when pregnant and
lactating. All phases of reproduction put stress on a mare. Pregnant mares have much higher energy
and nutrient requirements than open mares. Foaling can be physically draining for a mare and can result
in death or disease especially if mares are in poor condition leading up to foaling. Lactation also results
in a higher energy demand. Mares can get bred approximately 6 days after foaling. This results in a
mare needing energy for lactation, fetal development, and her own physical maintenance all at once.
Consuming adequate forage of a high enough quality becomes increasingly difficult as populations
increase, and range conditions deteriorate. When horses must compete for resources, they often have to
travel longer distances to get sufficient food and water, which increases their energy demands. One
expected long-term, indirect effect on wild horses treated with fertility control would be a reduction in
the biological stress associated with reproduction, foaling and lactation, which would lead to an
improvement in their overall health (Turner and Kirkpatrick 2002). After a treated mare returns to fertility,
her future foals would likely be healthier, and would benefit from improved nutritional quality in the
mare’s milk. This is particularly to be expected if there is an improvement in rangeland forage quality at
the same time, as a result of managing wild horses within AML and maintaining a TNEB.

Following resumption of fertility, the proportion of mares that conceive and foal could be increased due
to their increased fitness; this has been called a ‘rebound effect.’ Elevated fertility rates have been
observed after horse gathers and removals (Kirkpatrick and Turner 1991). If repeated contraceptive
treatment leads to a prolonged contraceptive effect, then that may minimize or delay the hypothesized
rebound effect. Selectively applying contraception to older animals and returning them to the range
could reduce the compensatory reproduction that often follows removals (Kirkpatrick and Turner 1991).

Contraception may change a herd's age structure, with a relative increase in the fraction of older
animals in the herd (NPS 2008). Reducing the numbers of wild horses that would have to be removed in
future gathers could allow for removal of younger, more adoptable excess wild horses, and thereby
could reduce the need to send additional excess horses from this area to off-range holding corrals or
pastures for long-term holding.

A principal motivation for using population growth suppression strategies is to reduce population
growth rates and maintain herd sizes within AML. Benefits to maintaining herd size within AML include
improvements in range conditions to achieve TNEB, healthier horses due to better habitat conditions,
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reduced concentrations and impacts near water sources, less fighting among horses, and better water
quality due to improved riparian health. Wild horses would also have to travel less distance back and
forth between water and desirable foraging areas. Among mares in the herd that remain fertile, a higher
level of physical health and future reproductive success would be expected in areas where lower horse
population sizes lead to increases in water and forage resources.

Potential impacts to genetic diversity associated with this alternative are discussed later in this
document.

Immunocontraceptive Vaccines

Immunocontraceptive vaccines induce an immune response that causes treated animals to become
temporarily infertile. Injection site reactions, including swelling, associated with immunocontraceptive
treatments are possible in treated mares (Roelle and Ransom 2009, Bechert et al. 2013, French et al.
2017, Baker et al. 2018), but swelling or local reactions at the injection site are expected to be minor in
nature. The primary immunocontraceptive vaccines currently utilized by the BLM include PZP vaccines
and GonaCon-Equine. PZP vaccines are unlikely to be the ideal fertility control vaccine use in this
complex, for reasons previously described under “Alternatives Considered and Eliminated from Detailed
Analysis”(relatively short duration of effectiveness). A detailed description of PZP vaccine effects is
included in Appendix E. Based on the longer-lasting effectiveness of GonaCon-Equine after a booster
dose is given (Baker et al. 2018), it is more likely that that vaccine would be a good choice for this
complex of HMAs. A summarized description of the direct and indirect effects of GonaCon-Equine is
provided below, with a more detailed description in Appendix E:

GonaCon-Equine Vaccine

GonaCon-Equine is an EPA-approved contraceptive vaccine (EPA 2013, 2015) that meets BLM
requirements for safety to mares and the environment and is produced in a USDA-APHIS laboratory.
GonaCon-Equine is a pharmaceutical-grade vaccine, made with aseptic manufacturing technique to
deliver a sterile vaccine product (Miller et al. 2013).

GonaCon-Equine (GonaCon) is approved for application to free-ranging wild horse herds in the United
States (EPA 2013, 2015). GonaCon-Equine has been used on feral horses in the Theodore Roosevelt
National Park and on wild horses managed by the BLM (BLM 2015). GonaCon-Equine would be applied
to treated mares using a large gauge needle and jab-stick into the hip. As with other contraceptives
applied to wild horses, the long-term goal of utilizing GonaCon-Equine is to reduce or eliminate the need
for gathers and removals (NRC 2013).

GonaCon-Equine can safely be reapplied as necessary to control the population growth rate; booster
dose effects may lead to increased effectiveness of contraception (Baker et al. 2018). Even after
booster treatment of GonaCon, it is expected that most mares would return to fertility at some point.
Although the exact timing for the return to fertility in mares boosted more than once with GonaCon-
Equine has not been quantified, a prolonged return to fertility would be consistent with the desired
effect of using GonaCon-Equine (e.qg., effective contraception). Females that are successfully
contracepted by GonaCon-Equine enter a state similar to anestrus, have a lack of or incomplete follicle
maturation, and no ovarian cycling (Botha et al. 2008, Nolan et al. 2018). The lack of estrus cycling that
results from successful GonaCon-Equine vaccination has been compared to typical winter period of
anestrus in open mares. Mares treated with GonaCon-Equine would be expected to have a better overall
body condition and may have a higher likelihood of survival (Goodloe 1991).

Kirkpatrick et al. (2011) raised concerns that anti-GnRH vaccines (like GonaCon) could lead to adverse
effects in other organ systems outside the reproductive system. GnRH receptors have been identified in
tissues outside of the pituitary system, including in the testes and placenta (Khodr and Siler-Khodr
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1980), ovary (Hsueh and Erickson 1979), bladder (Coit et al. 2009), heart (Dong et al. 2011), and central
nervous system, so it is plausible that reductions in circulating GnRH levels could inhibit physiological
processes in those organ systems. However, anti-GnRH vaccines (like GonaCon) have been used on
horses and other animals, including wildlife such as prairie dogs, elk, giraffes, goats, elephants, bison
and deer. No adverse impacts of the type hypothesized due to interactions with anti-GnRH antibodies
and other organ systems have been documented in these species. Since GnRH is highly utilized across
mammalian taxa, some inferences about the mechanism and effects of GonaCon-Equine in horses can
be made from studies that used different anti-GnRH vaccines, in horses and other animals.

A single dose of GonaCon-Equine to wild horses would be expected to prevent pregnancy in 30%-60% of
mares for one year. A smaller number of those mares would be expected to have persistent
contraception for a second year, and less still for a third year. Applying one booster dose of GonaCon-
Equine to previously treated mares may lead to four or more years with relatively high rates (80+%) of
additional infertility expected (Baker et al. 2018).

Although fetuses are not explicitly protected under the WFRHBA, it is prudent to analyze the potential
effects of fertility control vaccines on developing fetuses and foals. Any impacts identified in the
literature have been found to be transient, and do not influence the future reproductive capacity of
offspring born to treated females. GonaCon-Equine can be injected while a female is pregnant (Miller et
al. 2008, Powers et al. 2011, Baker et al. 2013). In these cases, a successfully contracepted mare will be
expected to give birth during the following foaling season, but to be infertile during the same year's
breeding season. GonaCon-Equine had no apparent effect on pregnancies in progress, foaling success,
or the health of offspring, in horses (Baker et al. 2013), elk (Powers et al. 2011, 2013), or deer (Miller et
al. 2008). Studies have also found that anti GnRH vaccines (like GonaCon) did not affect the fertility of
offspring born to treated animals (Powers et al. 2012).

It is possible that immunocontracepted mares returning to fertility late in the breeding season could
give birth to foals at a time that is out of the normal range (Nufez et al. 2010, Ransom et al 2013).
However, there were no published differences in mean date of foal production in anti-GnRH vaccine
trials in free-roaming horses (Goodloe 1991, Gray et al. 2010). Moreover, in PZP-treated horses that did
have some degree of parturition date shift, Ransom et al. (2013) found no negative impacts on foal
survival even with an extended birthing season. Similarly, we anticipate that GonaCon-Equine would not
affect foal survival even with an extended birthing season.

Mares treated with GonaCon-Equine may be expected to behave similarly to pregnant mares, as a result
of having suppressed estrous cycles throughout the breading season. Because of this, any concerns
about PZP treated mares receiving more courting and breeding behaviors from stallions (Nufiez et al.
2009, Ransom et al. 2010) are not generally expected to be a concern for mares treated with anti-GnRH
vaccines (Botha et al. 2008).

Mares treated with GonCon are likely to exhibit behavior similar to pregnant mares (Ransom et al.
2014b, Barker et al. 2018). This may lead to a reduction in reproductive behavior that may continue for a
time, even after the mares resume estrus cycles (Elhay et al. 2007). GonaCon-Equine is not expected to
cause an increase in harem infidelity in treated mares, because it is expected that they would behave
similarly to a pregnant mare (Ransom et al. 2014b).

More detailed information regarding GonaCon-Equine is provided in Appendix E.
IUDs

Based on promising results from published, peer-reviewed studies in domestic mares, BLM has begun to
use IUDs to control fertility as a wild horse and burro fertility control method on the range. The initial
management use was in mares from the Swasey HMA, in Utah. Wild mares in several HMAs near Rock
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Springs, Wyoming, have been contracepted with IUDs. It is too early to know the duration of effects of
that treatment procedure for those particular mares. However, IUDs have been used in domestic horses
for many years. Existing scientific literature on the use of IlUDs in domestic horses allows for inference
about expected effects on wild horses. This literature supports that use of certain types of IUDs would
be a safe and effective method of fertility control in wild horses. Overall, as with other methods of
population growth suppression, use of IUDs and other fertility control measures are expected to help
reduce population growth rates, extend the time interval between gathers, and reduce the total number
of excess animals that will need to be removed from the range.

The 2013 National Academies of Sciences (NAS) report considered 1UDs, and suggested that research
should test whether IUDs cause uterine inflammation, and should also test how well IUDs stay in mares
that live and breed with fertile stallions. Since that report, a recent study by Holyoak et al. (2021)
indicates that a flexible, inert, y-shaped, medical-grade silicone IUD design prevented pregnancies in all
the domestic mares that retained the device, even when exposed to fertile stallions. Domestic mares in
that study lived in large pastures, mating with fertile stallions. Biweekly ultrasound examinations
showed that IUDs stayed in 75% of treated mares over the course of two breeding seasons. The IUDs
were then removed so the researchers could monitor the mares’ return to fertility. In that study, uterine
health, as measured in terms of inflammation, was not seriously affected by the IUDs, and most mares
became pregnant within months after IUD removal. The overall results are consistent with results from
an earlier study (Daels and Hughes 1995), which used O-shaped silicone IUDs. Similarly, a flexible IUD
with three components connected by magnetic force (the ‘iUPOD’) was retained over 90 days in mares
living and breeding with a fertile stallion; after IUD removal, the majority of mares became pregnant in
the following breeding season (Hoopes et al. 2021).

IUDs are considered a temporary fertility control method that does not generally cause future sterility
(Daels and Hughes 1995). Use of IUDs is an effective fertility control method in women, and IUDs have
historically been used in livestock management, including in domestic horses. Insertion of an IUD can
be a very rapid procedure, but it does require the mare to be temporarily restrained, such as in a squeeze
chute. IUDs in mares may cause physiological effects including discomfort or infection. Perforation of
the uterus could result if the IUD is hard and angular but is unlikely if the IUD is soft and flexible.
Endometritis, uterine edema (Killian et al. 2008), and pyometra (Klabnik-Bradford et al. 2013) could
result, though studies listing those possibilities used hard IUDs.

The exact mechanism by which IUDs prevent pregnancy is uncertain, but may be related to persistent,
low-grade uterine inflammation (Daels and Hughes 1995, Gradil et al. 2021, Hoopes et al. 2021), Turner
et al. (2015) suggested that the presence of an IUD in the uterus may, like a pregnancy, prevent the mare
from coming back into estrus. However, some domestic mares did exhibit repeated estrus cycles during
the time when they had IUDs (Killian et al. 2008, Gradil et al. 2019, Lyman et al. 2021, Hoopes et al.
2021). The main cause for an IUD to not be effective at contraception is its failure to stay in the uterus
(Daels and Hughes 1995, NAS 2013). As a result, one of the major challenges to using IUDs to control
fertility in mares on the range is preventing the IUD from being dislodged or otherwise ejected over the
course of daily activities, which could include, at times, frequent breeding.

At this time, it is thought that any IUD inserted into a pregnant mare may cause the pregnancy to
terminate, which may also cause the IUD to be expelled. For that reason, IUDs would only be inserted in
non-pregnant (open) mares. Wild mares receiving IUDs would be checked for pregnancy by a
veterinarian prior to insertion of an IUD. This can be accomplished by transrectal palpation and/or
ultrasound performed by a veterinarian. Pregnant mares would not receive an IUD. The IUD is inserted
into the uterus using a thin, tubular applicator similar to a shielded culture tube, and would be inserted
in a manner similar to that routinely used to obtain uterine cultures in domestic mares. If a mare has a
zygote or very small, early phase embryo, it is possible that it will fail to be detected in screening, and
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may develop further, but without causing the expulsion of the IUD. Wild mares with I[UDs would be
individually marked and identified, so that they can be monitored occasionally and examined, if
necessary, in the future, consistent with other BLM management activities.

Using metallic or glass marbles as IUDs may prevent pregnancy in horses (Nie et al. 2003) but can pose
health risks to domestic mares (Turner et al. 2015, Freeman and Lyle 2015). Marbles may break into
shards (Turner et al. 2015), and uterine irritation that results from marble IUDs may cause chronic,
intermittent colic (Freeman and Lyle 2015). Metallic IUDs may cause severe infection (Klabnik-Bradford
et al. 2013).

In domestic ponies, Killian et al. (2008) explored the use of three different IUD configurations, including
a silastic polymer O-ring with copper clamps, and the “380 Copper T” and “GyneFix" IUDs designed for
women. The longest retention time for the three IUD models was seen in the “T" device, which stayed in
the uterus of several mares for 3-5 years. Reported contraception rates for IUD-treated mares were 80%,
29%, 14%, and 0% in years 1-4, respectively. They surmised that pregnancy resulted after IUD fell out of
the uterus. Killian et al. (2008) reported high levels of progesterone in non-pregnant, IUD-treated ponies.

Soft or flexible IUDs may cause relatively less discomfort than hard IUDs (Daels and Hughes 1995).
Daels and Hughes (1995) tested the use of a flexible O-ring IUD, made of silastic, surgical-grade polymer,
measuring 40 mm in diameter; in five of six breeding domestic mares tested, the IUD was reported to
have stayed in the mare for at least 10 months. In mares with |IUDs, Daels and Hughes (1995) reported
some level of uterine irritation but surmised that the level of irritation was not enough to interfere with a
return to fertility after IUD removal.

More recently, several types of soft or flexible IUDs have been tested for use in breeding mares. When
researchers attempted to replicate the O-ring study (Daels and Hughes 1995) in an USGS / Oklahoma
State University (OSU) study with breeding domestic mares, using various configurations of silicone O-
ring IUDs, the IUDs fell out at unacceptably high rates over time scales of less than 2 months (Baldrighi
et al. 2017, Lyman et al. 2021). Subsequently, the USGS / OSU researchers tested a Y-shaped IUD to
determine retention rates and assess effects on uterine health; retention rates were greater than 75% for
an 18-month period, and mares returned to good uterine health and reproductive capacity after removal
of the IUDs (Holyoak et al. 2021). These Y-shaped silicone IUDs are considered a pesticide device by the
EPA, in that they work by physical means (EPA 2020). The University of Massachusetts has developed a
magnetic IUD that has been effective at prolonging estrus and preventing pregnancy in domestic mares
(Gradil et al. 2019, Jooneé et al. 2021, Gradil et al. 2021, Hoopes et al. 2021). After insertion in the uterus,
the three subunits of the device are held together by magnetic forces as a flexible triangle. A metal
detector can be used to determine whether the device is still present in the mare. In an early trial, two
sizes of those magnetic IUDs fell out of breeding domestic mares at high rates (Holyoak et al.,
unpublished results), but more recent trials have shown that the magnetic IUD was retained even in the
presence of breeding with a fertile stallion (Hoopes et al. 2021). The magnetic IUD was used in two trials
where mares were exposed to stallions, and in one where mares were artificially inseminated; in all
cases, the IUDs were reported to stay in the mares without any pregnancy (Gradil 2019, Jooné et al.
2021, Gradil et al. 2021, Hoopes et al. 2021).

More detailed information regarding IUDs is provided in Appendix E.

Male Sterilization

Gelding is the surgical removal of the testicles of a male horse. Itis also commonly called castration or
neutering. This procedure has been used on horses for thousands of years, in many different societies.
Vasectomy involves severing or blocking the vas deferens or epididymis, to prevent sperm from being
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ejaculated. The procedures are fairly straightforward and have a relatively low complication rate. As
noted in the review of scientific literature that follows, the expected effects of gelding and vasectomy
are well understood overall, even though there is some degree of uncertainty about the exact
quantitative outcomes for any given individual (as is true for any natural system).

Horses that are gelded or vasectomized will no longer be able to reproduce for the remainder of their
life. The effectiveness of male sterilization in terms of reducing herd-level annual growth rates is
somewhat limited, however, due to the fact that a small number of fertile studs can successfully breed
most fertile mares. Therefore, for these procedures to be successfully used to reduce population
growth rates, they must be paired with a strategy to also reduce the overall number of fertile females in
the herd (such as spaying and/or skewing the ratio of studs to mares).

As part of BLM's SOPs, animals that are candidates for male sterilization will be screened prior to the
procedure to ensure they are in adequate health to safely undergo the treatment. The surgery would be
performed by a veterinarian using general anesthesia. The final determination of which specific animals
would be gelded would be based on the professional opinion of the attending veterinarian in
consultation with the Authorized Officer.

Though gelding males is a common surgical procedure, some level of minor complications after surgery
may be expected (Getman 2009). The most common complications are almost always self-limiting,
resolving with time and exercise. Individual impacts to the stallions during and following the gelding
process should be minimal and would mostly involve localized swelling and bleeding. Complications
may include, but are not limited to: minor bleeding, swelling, inflammation, edema, infection, peritonitis,
hydrocele, penile damage, excessive hemorrhage, and eventration (Schumacher 1996, Searle et al. 1999,
Getman 2009). A small amount of bleeding is normal and generally subsides quickly, within 2-4 hours
following the procedure. Some degree of swelling is normal, including swelling of the prepuce and
scrotum, usually peaking between 3-6 days after surgery (Searle et al. 1999). Swelling should be
minimized through the daily movements (exercise) of the horse during travel to and from foraging and
watering areas. Most cases of minor swelling should be back to normal within 5-7 days, more serious
cases of moderate to severe swelling are also self-limiting and are expected to resolve with exercise
after one to 2 weeks. In some cases, a hydrocele (accumulation of sterile fluid) may develop over
months or years (Searle et al. 1999). Serious complications (eventration, anesthetic reaction, injuries
during handling, etc.) that result in euthanasia or mortality during and following surgery are rare (less
than 5%). Serious complications are generally noted within 3 or 4 hours of surgery but may occur any
time within the first week following surgery (Searle et al. 1999). If they occur, they would be treated with
surgical intervention when possible, or with euthanasia when there is a poor prognosis for recovery.
Possible complications from vasectomy would be similar to gelding. Treated studs would be monitored
by a veterinarian to ensure they have recovered from the surgery before the veterinarian approves them
to be released back onto the range.

It is expected that testosterone levels will decline over time after gelding, though geldings may still
exhibit reproductive behaviors (Rios and Houpt 1995, Schumacher 2006). Testosterone levels alone are
not a predictor of masculine behavior (Line et al. 1985, Schumacher 2006). In domestic geldings, 20-
30% continued to show stallion-like behavior. It is assumed that free roaming wild horse geldings would
generally exhibit reduced aggression toward other horses and reduced reproductive behaviors (NRC
2013). A study in the Conger HMA in Utah suggests that gelded males may retain their harems for some
time after gelding, but that over time they may lose harems at higher rates than intact stallions do (King
et al. 2022). Geldings may have a higher survival rate than fertile stallions (Jewell 1997). This is likely
due to the decreased energy expenditures associated with reproduction and defending harems.
Geldings may continue to behave like a harem stallion, or they may lose their harems and take on the
role of a satellite male or may join bachelor bands. All of these behaviors have been observed in
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geldings and seem to vary due to a number of social and environmental circumstances. However, it
appears that gelded wild stallions continue to move freely throughout the environment in patterns that
are similar to untreated wild horses (King et al. 2022).

Testosterone levels should not change due to vasectomy. Vasectomized stallions should retain their
previous levels of libido. Vasectomized males continue to attempt to defend or gain breeding access to
females. It is generally expected that vasectomized WH&B will continue to behave like fertile males,
given that the only physiological change in their condition is a lack of sperm in their ejaculate. If a
vasectomized stallion retains a harem, the females in the harem will continue to cycle until they are
fertilized by another stallion, or until the end of the breeding season. As a result, the vasectomized
stallion may be involved in more aggressive behaviors to other males through the entire breeding
season (Asa 1999), which may divert time from foraging and cause him to be in poorer body condition
going into winter. Ultimately, this may lead to the stallion losing control of a given harem. A feral horse
herd with high numbers of vasectomized stallions retained typical harem social structure (Collins and
Kasbohm 2016). The BLM is not required to manage populations of wild horses in a manner that
ensures that any given individual maintains its social standing within any given harem or band.

Sterilizing wild horses does not change their status as wild horses under the WFRHBA (as amended). In
terms of whether geldings will continue to exhibit the free-roaming behavior that defines wild horses,
BLM does expect that geldings would continue to roam unhindered once they are returned to the range.
Wild horse movements may be motivated by a number of biological impulses, including the search for
forage, water, and social companionship that is not of a sexual nature. As such, a gelded or
vasectomized animal would still be expected to have a number of internal reasons for moving across a
landscape and, therefore, exhibiting ‘free-roaming’ behavior. Despite marginal uncertainty about subtle
aspects of potential changes in habitat preference, there is no expectation that gelding or
vasectomizing wild horses will cause them to lose their free-roaming nature. Individual choices in wild
horse group membership, home range, and habitat use are not protected under the WFRHBA. BLM
acknowledges that geldings or vasectomized males may exhibit some behavioral differences after
surgery, compared to intact stallions, but those differences are not expected to remove the geldings’ or
vasectomized males’ rebellious and feisty nature, or their defiance of man. While a gelded or
vasectomized wild horse could have a different set of behavioral priorities than an intact stallion, the
expectation is that geldings and vasectomized males will choose to act upon their behavioral priorities
in an unhindered way, just as is the case for an intact stallion. In this sense, a gelded or vasectomized
male would be just as much ‘wild’ as defined by the WFRHBA as any intact stallion, even if his patterns
of movement differ from those of an intact stallion. Congress specified that sterilization is an
acceptable management action (16 USC § 1333.b.1).

More detailed information regarding gelding and vasectomy is provided in Appendix E.

Mare to Stud Ratio Skewing

Mare to stud ratio skewing (also known as sex ratio skewing) involves adjusting the ratio of mares to
studs so that there are slightly more males present in the population than females. Under this
alternative, after gathering wild horses, the number returned back onto the range would consist of
approximately 60% males and 40% females. Since, with wild horses, the number of actively breeding
females is the primary factor determining population growth rates, reducing the number of breeding
females can slow the population growth rate, and reduce the frequency of gathers, and the number of
wild horses removed from the range. In the absence of other fertility control treatments, a 60:40 sex
ratio can temporarily reduce population growth rates from approximately 20% to approximately 15%
(Bartholow 2004). Combined with spaying, gelding and immunocontraceptive vaccines, the actual
population growth rate would be expected to be less than 15% under this alternative. Because foals are
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born at rates with close to equal numbers of male and females born in any given year, over time the
mare to stud ratio would be expected to return to approximately 50:50, with the impacts associated with
this action being reduced over time.

Having a larger number of males than females is expected to lead to several demographic and
behavioral changes as reviewed in the NAS report (NRC 2013). Having more fertile males than females
should not alter the fecundity of fertile females. Wild mares may be distributed in a larger number of
smaller harems. Increased competition and aggression between males may cause a decline in male
body condition. Female foraging may be somewhat disrupted by elevated male-male aggression. With a
greater number of males available to choose from, females may have opportunities to select more
genetically fit sires. There would also be an increase in the genetic effective population size because
more stallions would be breeding and existing females would be distributed among many more small
harems. This last beneficial impact is one reason that skewing the sex ratio to favor males is listed in
the BLM wild horse and burro handbook (BLM 2010) as a method to consider in herds where there may
be concern about the loss of genetic diversity; having more males fosters a greater retention of genetic
diversity. There are no published accounts of infanticide rates increasing as a result of having a skewed
sex ratio in wild horse herds, so this is not expected to be a concern associated with this activity.

The preceding paragraph details some of the expected results of a skewed sex ratio when both males
and females are fertile. Under the proposed action it is likely that implementation of a skewed sex ratio
would be done in conjunction with one or more of the previously described fertility control methods
above. These treatments would most likely lessen the impacts of a skewed sex ratio. Both GonaCon-
Equine and IUDs may cause mares to behave like they are pregnant during a greater portion of the
breeding season, with reduced reproductive behavior. In conjunction with a high percentage of geldings
in the population that should also eventually exhibit reduced sexual behavior the impacts of a skewed
sex ratio are greatly lessened.

It is relatively straightforward to speed the return of skewed sex ratios back to a 50:50 ratio. The BLM
wild horse and burro handbook (BLM 2010) specifies that, if post-treatment monitoring reveals negative
impacts to breeding harems due to sex ratio manipulation, then mitigation measures could include
removing males, not introducing additional males, or releasing a larger proportion of females during the
next gather.

More detailed information regarding mare to stud ratio skewing (aka sex ratio skewing) is provided in
Appendix E.

Issue 2: How would gather operations affect wild horses?
Affected Environment

Wild horses were present in the project area at the time the WFRHBA was signed in 1971. It is unknown
exactly how long wild horses have populated these specific areas, but wild horses have been in
Wyoming for over 100 years. The AML for these HMAs was most recently established by the 2014
Lander RMP. The AML for each of these HMAs is provided in Table 2.

There were an estimated 1664 adult wild horses present in these four HMAs as of March 1,2021. This
number is based on the most recent wild horse population surveys that took place in August of 2020.
The complex was last gathered in November of 2012. At the conclusion of that gather the complex
population was estimated to be 417 horses. Based on these numbers the average annual growth rate
between 2012 and 2021 is approximately 19%.

Environmental Effects
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The proposed action would involve gathering and removing excess wild horses and placing them in off
range corrals and pastures. The following discussion describes impacts associated with this process.

Gather Related Impacts

The BLM has been conducting wild horse gathers since the mid-1970s. During this time, methods and
procedures have been identified and refined to minimize stress and effects to wild horses during gather
operations. The SOPs in Appendix G would be implemented to ensure a safe and humane gather
operation and would minimize potential stress and injury to wild horses.

Wild horse gathers that utilize helicopters and motorized vehicles result in gather-related mortality
averages of approximately 1% (Scasta 2020). Approximately six-tenths of one percent (0.6%) of the
captured animals could potentially require humane euthanasia due to pre-existing conditions and in
accordance with BLM policy (GAO 2008). These data confirm that the use of helicopters and motorized
vehicles has proven to be a safe, humane, effective, and practical means for the gather and removal of
excess wild horses (and burros) from the public lands.

As a further measure, it is BLM policy to only use helicopters to assist in the removal of wild horses
from July 1 through February 28. The use of helicopters to assist in the capture of wild horses is
prohibited during the six weeks before and the six weeks that follow peak foaling. The peak of foaling
falls within about a two-week period during mid-April to mid-May for most wild horse herds. Therefore,
the use of helicopters to capture wild horses is prohibited during March 1-June 30, except in
emergencies.

Individual, direct effects to wild horses include the handling stress associated with the gathering,
capture, sorting, handling, and transportation of the animals. The intensity of these effects varies by
individual horse and is indicated by behaviors ranging from nervous agitation to physical distress.
When being herded to trap site corrals by the helicopter, wild horses may sustain injuries bruises,
scrapes, or cuts to feet, legs, face, or body from rocks, brush or tree limbs. Rarely will wild horses
encounter barbed wire fences and will receive wire cuts. These injuries are very rarely fatal and are
treated on-site until a veterinarian can examine the animal and determine if additional treatment is
necessary.

Other injuries may occur after a wild horse has been captured and is either within the trap site corral, the
temporary holding corral, during transport between facilities, or during sorting and handling.
Occasionally, wild horses may sustain a spinal injury or a fractured limb but serious injuries requiring
humane euthanasia occur in less than 1% of wild horses captured, on average (Scasta 2020). Similar
injuries could be sustained if wild horses were captured through bait and/or water trapping, as the
animals still need to be sorted, aged, transported, and otherwise handled following their capture. These
injuries result from kicks and bites, or from collisions with corral panels or gates.

To minimize the potential for injuries from fighting, the animals are transported from the trap site to the
temporary holding facility where they are sorted as quickly and safely as possible, then moved into
large holding pens where they are provided with hay and water. On many gathers, no wild horses are
injured or die. On some gathers, due to the temperament of the horses, they are not as calm and injuries
are more frequent.

Indirect individual effects are those which occur to individual wild horses after the initial event. These
may include miscarriages in mares, increased social displacement, and conflict in studs. These effects,
like direct individual effects, are known to occur intermittently during wild horse gather operations. An
example of an indirect individual impact would be the brief 1-2 minute skirmish between older studs,
which ends when one stud retreats. Injuries typically involve a bite or kick with bruises which do not
break the skin. Like direct individual effects, the frequency of these effects varies with the population
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and the individual. Observations following capture indicate the rate of miscarriage varies, but can occur
in about 1% to 5% of the captured mares, particularly if the mares are in very thin body condition or in
poor health.

A few foals may be orphaned during a gather. This can occur if the mare rejects the foal, the foal
becomes separated from its mother and cannot be matched up following sorting, the mare dies or must
be humanely euthanized during the gather, the foal is ill or weak and needs immediate care that requires
removal from the mother, or the mother does not produce enough milk to support the foal. On occasion,
foals are gathered that were previously orphaned on the range (prior to the gather) because the mother
rejected it or died. These foals are usually in poor, unthrifty condition. Every effort is made to provide
appropriate care to orphan foals. Veterinarians may be called to administer electrolyte solutions or
orphan foals may be fed milk replacer as needed to support their nutritional needs. Orphan foals may
be placed in a foster home in order to receive additional care. Despite these efforts, some orphan foals
may die or be humanely euthanized as an act of mercy if the prognosis for survival is very poor.

Through the capture and sorting process, wild horses are examined for health, injury and other defects
using the humane care and treatment methods as described in BLM PIM 2021-002. Decisions to
humanely euthanize animals in field situations would be made in conformance with PIM 2021-007, a
BLM policy used as a guide to determine if animals meet the criteria and should be euthanized. Animals
that are euthanized for non-gather related reasons include those with old injuries (broken or deformed
limbs) that cause lameness or prevent the animal from being able to maintain an acceptable body
condition (greater than or equal to body condition score of 3); old animals that have serious dental
abnormalities or severely worn teeth and are not expected to maintain an acceptable body condition,
and wild horses that have serious physical defects such as club feet, severe limb deformities, or sway
back. Many of these defects can cause pain to the affected animal. Some of these conditions have a
causal genetic component and the animals should not be returned to the range to avoid amplifying the
incidence of the problem in the population. All euthanasia activities would be conducted using methods
acceptable to the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA).

Wild horses not captured may be temporarily disturbed and moved into another area during the gather
operation. Except for changes to herd demographics from removals, direct population effects have
proven to be temporary in nature with most, if not all, effects disappearing within hours to several days
of release. No observable effects associated with these impacts would be expected within one month
of release, except for a heightened awareness of human presence.

Maintaining a wild horse population size within the AML would lower density of wild horses across the
HMAs, reducing competition for resources and allowing wild horses to utilize their preferred habitat.
Maintaining population size within the established AML would be expected to improve forage quantity
and quality, and promote healthy, self-sustaining populations of wild horses in a thriving natural
ecological balance and multiple use relationship on the public lands in the area. Deterioration of the
range associated with wild horse overpopulation would be avoided. Managing wild horse populations in
balance with the available habitat and other multiple uses would lessen the potential for individual
animals or the herd to be affected by drought and would avoid or minimize the need for emergency
gathers, which would reduce stress to the animals and increase the success of these herds over the
long term.

Gather and removal operations can disrupt harem structure when members of the harem are captured
and removed. However, as a whole, gather and removal operations will not permanently disrupt the
overall social structure of the herd. Harems will continue to form, stallions will defend their harems, and
satellite males will continue to operate on the periphery of the harem.

Transport, Off Range Corrals, and Adoption (or Sale) Preparation Impacts
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Total removal numbers cannot be estimated as the proposed action covers multiple gather events over
a 10-year period which include multiple types of population control treatments. In the initial gather
roughly 1,000 wild horses would be removed. The number of removals in subsequent gathers will be
determined based on population monitoring results at or near the time of gather and will depend on the
effectiveness of applied population control treatments. Captured animals would be transported from
the capture/temporary holding corrals to the designated BLM off range corral (ORC, formerly short-term
holding). From there, those selected for permanent removal would be made available for adoption or
sale to qualified individuals or relocated to off range pastures.

Wild horses selected for removal from the range are transported to the receiving off range corral in a
straight deck semi-trailers or goose-neck stock trailers. Vehicles are inspected by the BLM Contracting
Officer's Representative (COR) or Project Inspector (Pl) prior to use to ensure wild horses can be safely
transported and that the interior of the vehicle is in a sanitary condition. Wild horses are typically
segregated by age and sex and loaded into separate compartments. A small number of mares may be
shipped with foals. Transportation of recently captured wild horses is limited to a maximum of 10
hours. During transport, potential effects to individual horses can include stress, as well as slipping,
falling, kicking, biting, or being stepped on by another animal. Unless wild horses are in extremely poor
condition, it is rare for an animal to be seriously injured or die during transport.

Upon arrival at the ORC, recently captured wild horses are off-loaded and placed in holding pens where
they are fed good quality hay and water. Most wild horses begin to eat and drink immediately and
adjust rapidly to their new situation. At the off-range corral, a veterinarian examines each load of horses
and provides recommendations to the BLM regarding care, treatment, and if necessary, euthanasia of
the recently captured wild horses. Any animals affected by a chronic or incurable disease, injury,
lameness or serious physical defect (such as severe tooth loss or wear, club feet, and other severe
congenital abnormalities) would be humanely euthanized using methods acceptable to the AVMA. The
BLM has established best management practices to ensure the health and safety of wild horses in
ORCs. This includes isolating sick horses and utilizing veterinarians to care for sick or injured horses,
as well as vaccinating and deworming wild horses kept in off range facilities (PIM 2021-007).

Wild horses in very thin condition or animals with treatable injuries are sorted and placed in hospital
pens, fed separately and/or treated for their injuries as indicated. Recently captured wild horses,
generally mares, in very thin condition may have difficulty transitioning to feed. Some of these animals
are in such poor condition that it is unlikely they would have survived if left on the range. Similarly,
some mares may lose their pregnancies. Every effort is taken to help the mare make a quiet, low stress
transition to captivity and domestic feed to minimize the risk of miscarriage or death.

After recently captured wild horses have transitioned to their new environment, they are prepared for
adoption or sale. Preparation involves freeze-marking the animals with a unique identification number,
drawing a blood sample to test for equine infectious anemia, vaccination against common diseases,
microchipping, castration, and de-worming. During the preparation process, potential effects to wild
horses are similar to those that can occur during handling and transportation. Serious injuries and
deaths from injuries during the preparation process are rare but can occur.

At ORCs, a minimum of 700 square feet is provided per animal. Mortality at ORCs averages
approximately 5% per year (GAO 2008, page 51), and includes animals euthanized due to a pre-existing
condition; animals in extremely poor condition; animals that are injured and would not recover; animals
which are unable to transition to feed; and animals which are seriously injured or accidentally die during
sorting, handling, or preparation.

Adoption or Sale with Limitations, and Off Range Pastures
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Adoption applicants are required to have at least a 400-square-foot corral with panels that are at least
six feet tall for horses over 18 months of age. Applicants are required to provide adequate shelter, feed,
and water. The BLM retains title to the horse for one year and the horse and the facilities are inspected
to assure the adopter is complying with BLM requirements. After one year, the adopter may take title to
the horse, at which point the horse becomes the property of the adopter. Adoptions are conducted in
accordance with 43 CFR 4750.

Potential buyers must fill out an application and be pre-approved before they may buy a wild horse. A
sale-eligible wild horse is any animal that is more than 10 years old; or has been offered unsuccessfully
for adoption three times. The application also specifies that all buyers are not to re-sell the animal to
slaughter buyers or anyone who would sell the animal to a commercial processing plant. Sales of wild
horses are conducted in accordance with IM 2019-026.

Potential effects to wild horses from transport to, adoption, sale or off range pastures (ORPs) are similar
to those previously described. One difference is that when shipping wild horses for adoption, sale or
ORPs, animals may be transported for a maximum of 24 hours. Immediately prior to transportation, and
after every 18-24 hours of transportation, animals are offloaded and provided a minimum of 8 hours on-
the-ground rest. During the rest period, each animal is provided access to unlimited amounts of clean
water and approximately 25 pounds of good quality hay per horse with adequate bunk space to allow all
animals to eat at one time. Most animals are not shipped more than 18 hours before they are rested.
The rest period may be waived in situations where the travel time exceeds the 24-hour limit by just a few
hours and the stress of offloading and reloading is likely to be greater than the stress involved in the
additional period of uninterrupted travel.

ORPs are designed to provide excess wild horses with humane, life-long care in a natural setting off the
public rangelands. There, wild horses are maintained in grassland pastures large enough to allow free-
roaming behavior and with the forage, water, and shelter necessary to sustain them in good condition.
More than 37,000 wild horses, that are in excess of the existing adoption or sale demand (because of
age or other factors), are currently located on private land pastures in lowa, Kansas, Missouri, Montana,
Nebraska, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. Located mainly in mid or tall
grass prairie regions of the United States, these ORPs are highly productive grasslands as compared to
more arid western rangelands. These pastures comprise about 400,000 acres (an average of about 8-10
acres per animal). The majority of these animals are older in age.

Mares and geldings are segregated into separate pastures. Although the animals are placed in ORPs,
they remain available for adoption or sale to qualified individuals who are interested in adopting or
purchasing a larger number of animals. No reproduction occurs in the ORPs, but foals born to pregnant
mares are gathered and weaned when they reach about 8-10 months of age and are then shipped to
ORCs where they are made available for adoption. Handling by humans is minimized to the extent
possible A very small percentage of the animals may be humanely euthanized if they are in very thin
condition and are not expected to improve to a body condition score of 3 or greater due to age or other
factors. Natural mortality of wild horses in off range pastures averages approximately 8% per year, but
can be higher or lower depending on the average age of the horses pastured there (GAO 2008, page 52).

Euthanasia and Sale without Limitation

While the WFRHBA authorizes humane euthanasia and sale without limitation of healthy horses for
which there is no adoption demand, Congress prohibited the use of appropriated funds between 1987
and 2004 and again starting in 2009 through the appropriations language each fiscal year through 2021
for this purpose. Sales of wild horses are conducted in accordance with IM 2019-026.

No Action
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Under this alternative, no wild horses would be removed at this time. As a result, wild horses would not
be subject to any individual direct or indirect impacts described in the action alternatives as a result of a
gather operation. By 2022, wild horse populations would be expected to grow to about 1,997 wild
horses, almost 4 times over high AML for these HMAs. Projected population increases would be
expected to result in further deterioration of the range, and eventually lead to long-term impacts to both
the health of the rangeland and the wild horse herds. Overall, wild horse populations under this
alternative would not support a TNEB. Competition for available forage and water resources would
continue to increase as the numbers of wild horses increase. Lactating mares, foals, and older animals
would be affected most severely. Social stress would also be expected to increase among animals as
they fight to protect their position at scarce forage and water sources. Potential for injuries to all age
classes of animals would be expected to increase.

Areas closest to the water would experience severe utilization and degradation. Over time, the animals
would also deteriorate in body condition as a result of declining quality and quantity of forage and
increasing distances traveled to and from water to find forage. Many wild horses, especially mares with
foals, would be put at risk due to a lack of forage and water, or would be expected to move outside the
HMA boundaries in search of forage and water, potentially risking injury/death of animals and resulting
in increasing damage to public, private, and State lands.

Gather Only

Under this alternative the BLM would gather and remove approximately 2076 wild horses. As a result,
these wild horses would experience the stress associated with a helicopter gather, as described earlier
in this section. These animals would also undergo the impacts associated with transportation to ORCs,
adoption, purchase, and/or shipping to ORPs as described earlier in this section.

Under this alternative, long term gather related impacts are expected to be higher than the proposed
action. Because no population growth suppression strategies would be implemented under this
alternative, these HMAs would likely need to be gathered again in approximately 3 years (compared to a
4 year or longer gather cycle under the proposed action). This will lead to more frequent gather related
impacts to wild horses in these HMAs, along with higher overall gather related stress to these animals.

This alternative will help maintain a thriving natural ecological balance, which will ensure wild horses
have adequate access to forage, water, cover and space in these HMAs. However, a thriving natural
ecological balance will only be maintained for approximately 3 years under this alternative. Maintaining
wild horses within the AML will improve the condition of vegetation, water and soil resources within
these HMAs. This in turn will ensure there are healthy wild horses, on healthy rangelands, and a TNEB
will be maintained.

Proposed Action

Under this alternative the BLM would conduct wild horse gather operations in the complex multiple
times during a 10-year period. Individual wild horses in the complex could be captured multiple times,
once, or not at all. Captured horses would experience the stress associated with a helicopter gather, as
described earlier in this section. Several hundred horses of each gender would also experience the
additional stress associated with their respective fertility control treatments. A minimum of 1000 horses
would be removed from the range, transported to ORCs and eventually either be adopted, sold, or
shipped to ORPs, and could experience the associated impacts described earlier in this section.

However, under this alternative, the impacts associated with gathers are expected to be reduced in the
long term as a result of implementing population growth suppression strategies. With each successive
gather a smaller number of horses will have to be captured, a smaller number will require fertility control
treatments, a smaller number will need to be removed, and gather frequency will be decreased. By giving
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mares and stallions uniquely identifiable brands that indicate the form of population control treatment
they have received it may be possible for pilots to skip over individual horses and groups of horses that
are composed primarily of treated animals and focus on uncaptured/untreated horses. These reduced
impacts will extend beyond the 10-year period covered by this document. As long as horses treated with
fertility control make up a segment of the population there will be reduced population growth and, as a
result, reduced gather impacts. Taken collectively and over the long term these proposed actions will
reduce the stress placed on wild horses in these HMAs associated with gather operations.

Additionally, this alternative will help maintain a thriving natural ecological balance, which will ensure
wild horses that are living on the complex have adequate access to forage, water, cover and space in
these HMAs. Maintaining wild horses within AML, and slowing the population growth rate, will improve
the condition of vegetation, water and soil resources within these HMAs. This in turn will ensure there
are healthy wild horses, on healthy rangelands.

Issue 3: How would the proposed action affect the genetic diversity of the North Lander Complex? How
would it affect the complex’s ability to maintain a self-sustaining population?

Affected Environment

Most wild horses in these HMAs have mixed ancestry. BLM's wild horse handbook directs that a
minimum population size of 50 effective breeding animals is recommended to maintain adequate
genetic diversity (H-4700-1 Section 4.4.6.3). This is typically achieved by maintaining a total population
of 150 — 200 wild horses. If the BLM cannot maintain a population of 150 — 200 animals, there are
recommended management actions that can help maintain genetic diversity in the herd (H-4700-1
Section 4.4.6.4). Low AML is 50 in Dishpan Butte and Rock Creek Mtn, 60 in Conant Creek, and 160 in
Muskrat Basin. At these levels, and especially with the population control methods described in this
document, genetic diversity could decline without additional inputs. However, interchange between
these HMAs is extensive and frequent which will help to maintain genetic diversity to some extent.

Metapopulation Considerations

Because of history, context, and periodic introductions, wild horses that live in the four HMAs analyzed
here should not be considered as truly isolated populations (NRC 2013). Rather, managed herds of wild
horses should be considered as components of interacting metapopulations, connected by interchange
of individuals and genes due to both natural and human-facilitated movements. The 2014 RMP
identified horses in the North Lander complex as being an identifiable metapopulation with a
determined AML. However, these animals are also part of an even larger metapopulation (NRC 2013)
that has demographic and genetic connections with other BLM-managed herds in Wyoming, Colorado,
Nevada, Utah, and beyond. Wild horse herds in the larger metapopulation have a background of diverse
domestic breed heritage, probably caused by natural and intentional movements of animals between
herds.

The 2013 National Academies of Sciences (NAS) report included other evidence that shows that the
herds in this complex are not genetically unusual, with respect to other wild horse herds. Specifically,
Appendix F of the 2013 NAS report is a table showing the estimated fixation index’ (Fst) values between
183 pairs of samples from wild horse herds. Fst is a measure of genetic differentiation, in this case as
estimated by the pattern of microsatellite allelic diversity analyzed by Dr. Cothran’s laboratory. Low
values of Fst indicate that a given pair of sampled herds has a shared genetic background. The lower
the Fst value, the more genetically similar are the two sampled herds. Values of Fst under approximately
0.05 indicate virtually no differentiation. Values of 0.10 indicate very little differentiation. Only if values
are above about 0.15 are any two sampled subpopulations considered to have evidence of elevated
differentiation (Frankham et al 2010). No genetic sampling has ever been collected for Rock Creek
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Mountain HMA but the other three HMAs have pairwise Fst values with each other ranging from 0.014
to 0.056, which would suggest that they are genetically almost identical. It is reasonable to infer that
Rock Creek Mtn. would also be almost identical to the other three HMAs in the complex, considering its
location in the center of the complex surrounded by these other three HMAs and the amount of
observed interchange between all four HMAs. Fst values for samples from the three herds had pairwise
Fst values that were less than 0.075 with several dozen other sample sets from a number of other BLM-
managed HMAs throughout the western USA. These results suggest that herds in this complex are
extremely similar, genetically, to a high number of other BLM-managed herds, supporting the
interpretation that these horses are components in a highly connected metapopulation that includes
horse herds in many other HMAs.

Genetic Analyses of the HMAs

The BLM periodically collects hair samples from wild horses within these HMAs to test the current
genetic health of the herd. Genetic variability samples were collected in 2012 for Conant Creek, Dishpan
Butte, and Muskrat Basin. The genotypes of those samples were analyzed by Dr. E. Gus Cothran,
Department of Veterinary Integrative Bioscience, Texas A&M University. His conclusions and
recommendations regarding genetic variability in those herds are summarized below:

Conant Creek

“Genetic variability of this herd is near the average for feral herds although some measures are just
below the mean with the trend for variability to be low. This herd was previously tested in 2004.
Compared to 2004 the variability measures for the Conant Creek HMA have increased slightly. Sample
sizes were similar so it is not likely that the differences are due to sample error. The pattern of change
is not consistent with gene flow into the population as that should increase He relative to Ho however,
other changes could be due to immigration. This would best fit a situation where the source population
of immigration was closely related to Conant Creek. At this point it is not clear. There is a possibility
that this herd has seen a recent loss of population size which would increase the risk to genetic
diversity. Genetic similarity results suggest a herd with mixed ancestry.

Current variability levels are high enough that no action is needed at this point but the herd should be
monitored closely due to the trend for low variability. This is especially true if it is known that the herd
size has seen a recent decline. If there is known gene flow into the herd this should be allowed to
continue.” (Cothran 2013a)

Dishpan Butte

“Genetic variability of this herd is very near average overall with some measures greater than the mean
and some lower. This herd was previously tested in 2004. For all measures of variation the values were
greater in 2004 indicating a loss of genetic diversity. This indicates loss of genetic diversity a possibility
that this herd has seen a recent loss of population size which would increase the risk to genetic
diversity. Genetic similarity results suggest a herd with mixed ancestry.

Current variability levels are high enough that no action is needed at this point but the herd should be
monitored closely due to the loss of genetic diversity over the past eight years. This is especially true if
it is known that the herd size has seen a recent decline.” (Cothran 2013b)

Muskrat Basin

“Genetic variability of this herd in general is on the high side. This herd was previously tested in 2004.
Current levels of variability for all measures except risk of loss are higher than in 2004. Thereis a
possibility that this herd has seen recent gene flow from another population. Genetic similarity results
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suggest a herd with mixed ancestry with a strong indication of genes from the Thoroughbred
contributing to the ancestry.

Current variability levels are high enough that no action is needed at this point. The possibility of
immigration into the herd exists and if true, this will help maintain variability levels.” (Cothran 2013c)

Rock Creek Mtn.

No genetic diversity monitoring analysis has been performed yet for this herd. Based on the results of
the other three HMAs it is expected that the Rock Creek Herd has mixed ancestry similar to the other
three herds. No action was called for in the other three herds to modify genetic variability.

Future Genetic Diversity Monitoring

Collection of genetic diversity samples at the time of the initial and subsequent gathers, and analysis of
those samples, will inform the BLM about the status of genetic diversity for wild horses living on the
complex. The BLM will be able to make informed decisions about the need to introduce additional wild
horses, if any, to augment genetic diversity based on measures of observed heterozygosity from those
analyses.

Environmental Effects
No Action

Since no gathers would occur, and no population growth suppression strategies would be implemented
under this alternative, wild horse populations would continue to grow. As a result, the BLM would
expect the genetic diversity of these herds to improve under this alternative, with a reduced likelihood
for inbreeding over the long term.

Gather Only

Under this alternative 2,076 wild horses would be permanently removed from these HMAs. Those
horses that are permanently removed from these HMAs will no longer contribute to the genetic diversity
of these herds. Overall impact to genetic diversity is expected to be less than the proposed action since
no population growth suppression strategies would be implemented under this alternative.

Overall, this alternative is not expected to affect the genetic diversity of the complex to the point where
inbreeding depression is expected. The complex is expected to maintain an adequate number of
breeding animals to maintain adequate genetic diversity and maintain a self-sustaining population.
Transferring young females between the HMAs in the complex in conjunction with gathers will further
ensure that the genetics within the whole complex mix thus increasing the effective breeding
population.

Proposed Action

Under this alternative it is anticipated that a minimum of 1,000 wild horses would be permanently
removed from these HMAs and a minimum of 600 wild horses would receive some form of population
control treatment. Those horses that are permanently removed from these HMAs will no longer
contribute to the genetic diversity of these herds. Castrated or vasectomized males would no longer
contribute to the genetic diversity of these herd. Mares that receive IUDs will not contribute to the
genetic diversity of these herds for as long as they have the IUD. Those treated with temporary fertility
control would also not contribute to the genetic diversity of these herds, until the effects of the
treatments wear off. It is possible that a small portion of those treated will become permanently
infertile. These animals would no longer contribute to the genetic diversity of the herd.
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Once fully implemented this alternative would result in a significant reduction in the number of animals
contributing to the genetics within the individual HMAs and within the complex as a whole. However,
when managed at the complex level, having 50 effective breeding animals is very feasible while still
limiting population growth. Furthermore, the exchange of young reproductively viable females between
HMAs in conjunction with gathers as well as the normal interchange between the HMAs in the complex,
will mitigate the potential for reduced genetic diversity and inbreeding depression. The ability of the
complex to maintain genetic diversity would be further aided by BLM facilitated introductions of horses
from outside the complex but within the larger metapopulation in the western USA. The BLM would also
continue to monitor the genetic condition of these herds and take additional actions if genetic diversity
drops below an acceptable level. Such actions may include adjusting the amount and type of fertility
control utilized, increased infusions of outside animals, and facilitating greater interchange between
HMAs within the complex.

The proposed action will cause part of the North Lander population to be non-reproducing, in the sense
that sterilized animals such as gelded males will no longer be reproductive. The proposed action does
not attempt to eliminate reproduction or make any HMAs within the complex completely non-
reproducing. Rather it will make a segment of each HMA non-reproducing while ensuring sufficient
reproduction and genetic exchange at the complex and metapopulation level to be genetically diverse
and self-sustaining.

Vegetation (Native)

Issue(s) Identified

How would the proposed action affect native vegetation within these HMAs?
Affected Environment

There are a wide variety of ecological sites and vegetation types in the North Lander Complex. The
major ecological sites that occur within these HMAs include the Loamy (Beaver Rim) 9-12" Precipitation
Zone, Shallow Loamy (High Plains Southeast) 10-14" Precipitation Zone, Loamy Overflow (High Plains
Southeast) 10-14" Precipitation Zone, Sandy (High Plains Southeast) 10-14" Precipitation Zone, Shallow
Sandy (High Plains Southeast) 10-14" Precipitation Zone, and the Clayey (High Plains Southeast) 10-14"
precipitation Zone. The main vegetation type is sagebrush/grass. Upland vegetation species include;
silver sagebrush (Artemisia cana), big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), western wheatgrass (Pascopyrum
smithii), thickspike wheatgrass (Elymus lanceolatus), Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides), and
needle and thread (Hesperostipa comata). Common forbs include phlox, buckwheat, sandwort, bearded-
tongue, daisy, locoweed, lupine, paintbrush, sego lily, death-camas, goldenweed, aster, violet, buttercup,
bluebells, hawksbeard, and yarrow. Native plants comprise the principle species on most sites, although
cheatgrass is present in some areas, particularly on sandy soils.

Riparian habitat is rare, occupying about one percent of the landscape. Community types consist mainly
of riparian grasslands. Common plant species include Nebraska sedge (Carex nebrascensis), Baltic rush
(Juncus arcticus), tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa), inland saltgrass (Distichlis spicata), Alkali
sacaton (Sporobolus airoides), basin wildrye (Leymus cinereus), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis),
and other sedges and rushes. Willows are rare in the North Lander Complex however there are several
species present in certain areas. Forbs are more abundant on non-saline sites, and include plantain,
mint, meadow pussytoes, cinquefoil, aster, clover and native thistles.

The 375, 292 acres within these four HMAs have had continuous yearlong grazing by wild horses for
decades. Wild horses generally prefer perennial grasses as forage when available. During winter
conditions, wild horses may select more shrubs, primarily winterfat, and during severe winter periods it
becomes the dominant plant consumed. Wild horses are known to move further from water for forage
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than livestock. Concentrated use and degradation in riparian areas from wild horses is common across
these four HMAs. Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) monitoring has been conducted on riparian areas
within these HMA's. This monitoring has indicated that the majority of riparian areas are “Functioning at
Risk” or “Not Functioning”, with very few riparian areas in “Proper Functioning Condition”.

A land health evaluation report was completed for the Dishpan Butte allotment, within the Dishpan Butte
HMA, in 2021. The data gathered for this land health evaluation report was gathered in the summer of
2020. It was determined that the 16,282 public acres that help to make up the Dishpan Butte allotment
are meeting land health standards 1-4 and standards 5 and 6 are currently unknown for the Standards
for Healthy Rangelands and Guidelines for Livestock Grazing Management.

Land health evaluations for the remainder of the allotments within the proposed project area including
Conant Creek Common, Big Pasture, Granite Mountain Open, Muskrat Open, and Rim Pasture allotments
have not been completed with signed determinations of causal factors for any acres that are not
achieving the standards of land health. These allotments are all listed in the RMP to be in the “Improve”
management status.

Effects
No Action

Under the “No Action” alternative, wild horse population control measures would not be implemented,
gather operations would not occur, and wild horse numbers would continue to increase within these
four HMAs. Negative impacts to vegetation resources would continue to increase as the wild horse
population increases due to over utilization of the native vegetation. Grazing use by wild horses would
continue to overuse desirable plant species in riparian habitat, resulting in lower plant vigor and
production, and increase the potential for reduced species composition and an increase in less
desirable species, such as Baltic rush, alkali sacaton, and Kentucky bluegrass. At higher levels of
utilization of riparian habitat, species of willow may also be overgrazed and reduced in vigor, production,
and composition.

Wild horses roam much further away from water sources than cattle, so the negative impacts to plant
vigor and production may occur further away, as well as close to water sources. These impacts would
also extend out farther from water sources as wild horse populations increase and during years with
below average precipitation during the growing season. This would also be accompanied by increased
potential for the introduction and/or expansion of invasive, non-native plant species where native plant
species are being overused. Without removing excess wild horses, heavy to severe utilization of native
vegetation would likely occur in future years, especially during times of drought.

Gather to the Low AML Only (No Population Control)

Under the “Gather to the low AML Only (No Population Control)” alternative, gathering would reduce the
wild horse population to the low end of its AML. Gather operations would result in trampling of
vegetation at the trap sites and holding locations. The number of trap sites used during a gather can
fluctuate depending on horse distribution, terrain, and seasonal limitations on horse movement (i.e.
temperature, precipitation). Each trap site and holding facility varies in size but is generally less than
two acres. The trampling of two acres of vegetation at each trap site would be an immediate effect of
the proposed action, however, would be short term in duration. These 2-acre trap sites each represent
less than 1% of the total amount of vegetation that occurs within the 375,292 acres of the four HMAs.
This would disturb 2 acres per trap site more than the “No Action” alternative. However, the “No Action”
alternative would result in an overall higher amount of vegetation disturbance and loss over the long
term due to the greater wild horse population. Desirable bunchgrasses, such as Indian ricegrass, needle-
and-thread, bluebunch wheatgrass, bottlebrush squirreltail, green needlegrass, and basin wildrye, should
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be maintained or enhanced by reducing grazing use through all or a portion of the growing season. Key
species in riparian habitat, such as Nebraska sedge and tufted hairgrass, would have a greater potential
to be maintained or enhanced. Reducing the wild horse population would improve riparian habitat due to
less riparian utilization and a lower number of animals congregating at these areas. Without the use of
the population control described in the proposed action, gathers would need to occur more frequently.

Proposed Action

Under the proposed action wild horse fertility control and gathering would reduce the wild horse
population to within its AML. Gather operations would result in trampling of vegetation at the trap sites
and holding locations. The number of trap sites used during a gather can fluctuate depending on horse
distribution, terrain, and seasonal limitations on horse movement (i.e. temperature, precipitation). Each
trap site and holding facility varies in size but is generally less than two acres. The trampling of two
acres of vegetation at each trap site would be an immediate effect of the proposed action, however,
would be short term in duration. These 2-acre trap sites each represent less than 1% of the total amount
of vegetation that occurs within the 375,292 acres of the four HMAs. This would disturb 2 acres per trap
site more than the “No Action” alternative. However, the “No Action” alternative would result in an
overall higher amount of vegetation disturbance and loss over the long term. Desirable bunchgrasses,
such as Indian ricegrass, needle-and-thread, bluebunch wheatgrass, bottlebrush squirreltail, green
needlegrass, and basin wildrye, should be maintained or enhanced by reducing grazing use through all
or a portion of the growing season. Key species in riparian habitat, such as Nebraska sedge and tufted
hairgrass, would have a greater potential to be maintained or enhanced. Reducing the wild horse
population would improve riparian habitat due to less riparian utilization and a lower number of animals
congregating at these areas.

Wildlife, Threatened and Endangered Species, Special Status Species, and Migratory Birds
Issue(s) Identified

How would the gathering of wild horses from the North Lander Complex affect wildlife habitat, including
special status species?

Affected Environment

The mosaic of plant communities and topographic features found throughout the North Lander Complex
HMAs (Conant Creek, Dishpan Butte, Muskrat Basin, and Rock Creek) supports a wide variety of wildlife
species that use the various habitats for resting, courtship, foraging, travel, food and water, thermal
protection, escape cover and reproduction. The Complex has been used by livestock for over 100 years
and infrastructure is limited. However, in general the Complex has very low levels of other types of
disturbance to wildlife habitat. These disturbances include a few improved county and BLM roads,
several powerline corridors, and energy projects related to uranium mining and oil and gas development.

Mule deer, elk and pronghorn antelope utilize the gather area year-round and approximately 68,215
acres or 18% of the area is identified as crucial winter range for mule deer, pronghorn antelope, moose,
and winter range for elk. Antelope and mule deer populations are currently below herd unit population
objectives, while elk populations are at their objective.

Special Status Species:

BLM records indicate that there are 20 known Greater sage-grouse (GRSG) leks and associated nesting
and brood-rearing habitat within the North Lander Complex HMAs. In accordance with BLM policies and
guidance outlined in the RMPs, timing and surface disturbance restrictions would avoid locating trap
sites in sensitive habitats.
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Of the approximately 375,324 acres making up the Complex, 364,756 acres (97%) is within GRSG
Core/Priority Habitat Management Area (PHMA) and 10,568 acres (3%) of the Complex is within Non-
core/General Habitat Management Area (GHMA).

Effects
No Action

Under the No Action alternative, there would be no temporary disturbance/disruption to wildlife as a
result of gather operations. However, there would be continually increasing competition with wild
horses for forage resources, space, and in some situations, limited water. Although diet overlap is
highest between wild horses and elk, fecal analysis data shows higher wild horse use of winterfat during
the winter, which may also increase diet overlap with antelope and mule deer. Competition for resources
leads to the potential for increased stress or displacement of native wildlife species to less suitable
habitats, with greater potential for reduced fitness and increased animal mortality during severe climate
events. The effects would be greater in limited crucial use habitat areas such as winter habitat,
nesting/brood-rearing areas, water sources, and in migration habitats. Additionally, increased
competition between wild horses and wildlife species for forage resources, particularly in the spring
when plants make and store carbohydrates, would impede long-term vegetation recovery, and
encourage non-native or invasive plants to become established, reducing the prevalence of more
desirable species used by wildlife.

Wild horse grazing has been associated with reduced plant diversity, altered soil characteristics, lower
grass cover, lower grass density, and 1.6 to 2.6 times greater abundance of cheatgrass (Beever et al.
2008, pp. 180-181). GRSG need grass- and shrub-cover for protection from predators, particularly during
nesting season (Connelly et al. 2000, pp. 970-971). Greater forage use by increasing wild horse
populations would potentially result in lower visual security for nesting GRSG and lower nesting
success. Reduction in shrub and grass cover can result in increased predation on both nests and birds,
leading to lower nesting success and population. In addition to effects in sagebrush habitats, free-
roaming wild horses can also degrade important meadow and spring brood-rearing habitats that provide
forbs and insects for GRSG chick survival (Beever and Aldridge 2011, p. 277; Crawford et al. 2004, p. 11;
Connelly et al. 2004, p. 7-37), as streams and springs within sagebrush ecosystems receive heavy use
by horses (Crane et al. 1997, p. 380). The presence of wild horses is associated with a reduced degree of
greater sage-grouse lekking behavior (Mufoz et al. 2020). Moreover, increasing densities of wild horses,
measured as a percentage above AML, are associated with decreasing greater sage-grouse population
sizes, measured by lek counts (Coates et al. 2021). Expanding horse herds also leads to degraded
habitat for other wildlife, including increased trampling, sedimentation and impaired aquatic and riparian
vegetation. This alternative would not maintain or enhance resource values supporting GRSG or other
wildlife habitat.

Gather to the Low AML Only (No Population Control)

Under the “Gather to the low AML Only (No Population Control)” alternative, gathers would occur in mid-
summer or later, therefore disturbance to ground nesting birds would be minimal since the chicks of all
species would have fledged. Trap sites would be located to avoid trampling of sagebrush and other
shrubs that provide browse for big game and habitat for other wildlife species.

Wildlife adjacent to trap sites would be temporarily displaced during capture operations by increased
activity during trap setup, from helicopter noise, and vehicle traffic. Short-term stress and displacement
would occur to wildlife during the gather operations, but in most cases displacement should only last 2-
3 days in each trap area. Reduction of wild horse numbers inside of HMAs would result in reduced
competition for forage and water resources between wild horses and wildlife. The effects of reducing
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wild horse numbers to the low AML would help to reduce competition for forage and water resources, as
well as resulting in improved nesting habitat and hiding cover with wildlife species. More vegetation
(hiding cover) and forage would be available for GRSG during critical nesting and brood-rearing periods,
which may increase nesting success and populations. There would be reduced forage competition with
big game that would help to maintain the numbers and health of these herds. The ability of wildlife
populations to endure periods of drought or severe winter conditions would be enhanced. Riparian
resources would not be used as heavily, leaving more vegetation for forage and hiding cover, as well as
improving bank and stream condition and water quality.

Competition would still occur within the Complex for available forage, space, and water resources.
These impacts would likely be higher for elk, than for antelope and mule deer, due to the higher diet
overlap between elk and wild horses for grass species. However, reducing the wild horse population to
low AML levels will decrease the level of resource competition and increase forage production, thus
reducing competition for forage with other wildlife species.

Without the use of the population control described in the proposed action, long-term benefits for
wildlife and wildlife habitat would be reduced and the frequency of gathers and associated wildlife
disturbance would likely increase.

Proposed Action

The gathers would occur in mid-summer or later, therefore disturbance to ground nesting birds would be
minimal since the chicks of all species would have fledged. Trap sites would be located to avoid
trampling of sagebrush and other shrubs that provide browse for big game and habitat for other wildlife
species.

Wildlife adjacent to trap sites would be temporarily displaced during capture operations by increased
activity during trap setup, from helicopter noise, and vehicle traffic. Short-term stress and displacement
would occur to wildlife during the gather operations, but in most cases displacement should only last 2-
3 days in each trap area. Reduction of wild horse numbers inside of HMAs would result in reduced
competition for forage and water resources between wild horses and wildlife. The effects of reducing
wild horse numbers to the low AML would help to reduce competition for forage and water resources, as
well as resulting in improved nesting habitat and hiding cover with wildlife species. More vegetation
(hiding cover) and forage would be available for GRSG during critical nesting and brood-rearing periods,
which may increase nesting success and populations. There would be reduced forage competition with
big game that would help to maintain the numbers and health of these herds. The ability of wildlife
populations to endure periods of drought or severe winter conditions would be enhanced. Riparian
resources would not be used as heavily, leaving more vegetation for forage and hiding cover, as well as
improving bank and stream condition and water quality.

Competition would still occur within the Complex for available forage, space, and water resources.
These impacts would likely be higher for elk, than for antelope and mule deer, due to the higher diet
overlap between elk and wild horses for grass species. However, reducing the wild horse population to
low AML levels will decrease the level of resource competition and increase forage production, thus
reducing competition for forage with other wildlife species.

Livestock Grazing
Issue(s) Identified

How would the reduction to AML addressed in the proposed action affect livestock operations within
these HMA’s?

Affected Environment
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There are six livestock grazing allotments located entirely in these four HMAs. Table 4 provides a
summary of number and kind of livestock permitted in each allotment, seasons of use, and permitted
Animal Unit Months (AUMs) for these allotments. An AUM is the amount of forage needed to sustain
one, 1000 Ib cow and her calf, or five sheep for a month. An Animal Unit (AU) is an adjustment applied to

an AUM depending on the animal being compared. The standard AU for wild horses is 1.2.

Approximately 49,000 BLM AUMSs of forage have been authorized yearly to the livestock operators

(Table 4). Many livestock operators currently only utilize a portion of their permitted use. The 1997 wild
horses that are currently estimated to be within these HMAs, will consume an estimated 28,757 AUMs
in 2022. At their high AML (536), wild horses would use 7,719 AUMs annually.

Annual fluctuations in the use of authorized livestock AUMs are common and are the result of user
demands, climatic conditions, and/or an effort to preserve or improve rangeland health. Some livestock
users within these HMAs have reduced their use levels as a result of wild horse populations exceeding
AML, which can negatively impact livestock operations. Livestock grazing on specific allotments is
authorized during established seasons of use (Table 2). Livestock turnout in these allotments typically
occurs from March to May. Livestock are typically gathered and removed from the range in late October
and early November, resulting in a use period that is approximately 5 months. Most of the allotments
are operated under grazing strategies incorporating rest, seasonal rotations, deferment, and prescribed
use levels that provide for adequate plant recovery time to enhance rangeland health.

Numerous range improvements (such as fences or water developments) have been installed within the
allotments which make up these HMAs to help manage livestock distribution and season of use, while
protecting sensitive riparian habitat. Many of these range improvements benefit multiple resource
values, including wild horses and wildlife. There is a limited amount of fencing within these HMAs.

Table 2. North Lander Complex Grazing Allotments
Allotment HMA Number and Authorized Total Exchange of | Number of
Name and Kind of Use Period BLM Use AUMs Permits
Number Livestock AUMs within the
Allotment
Conant Conant 1810 Sheep | 03/01-04/15 7,832 0 3
Creek Creek 1810 Sheep | 12/16-02/28
Common 1500 Sheep | 05/01-06/15
#01403 3000 Sheep | 10/04-11/30
516 Cattle 05/01-05/30
900 Cattle 05/31-10/31
516 Cattle 11/01-11/30
Dishpan Dishpan 367 Cattle 05/15-06/14 1,983 0 1
Butte Butte 387 Cattle 06/15-07/31
#01716 387 Cattle 08/01-11/01
Big Pasture | Dishpan 104 Cattle 05/01-11/07 11,614 0 7
#01703 Butte 1702 Cattle | 05/01/08/31
375 Cattle 09/01-10/15
200 Cattle 10/25-11/07
753 Cattle 09/01-11/07
153 Cattle 05/01-06/30
153 Cattle 07/01-08/31
421 Cattle 05/15-11/07
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Granite Muskrat 38 Cattle 05/10-10/30 13,397 813
Mountain Basin 870 Cattle 06/01-10/31
Open 1427 Cattle | 05/10-10/31
#01636 74 Cattle 5/22-10/30
44 Cattle 06/01-10/15
Muskrat Muskrat 716 Cattle 05/15-11/30 10,509 216
Open Basin 587 Cattle 05/01-11/30
#01409 420 Cattle 05/04-05/31
443 Cattle 06/01-11/30
43 Cattle 06/01-10/31
Rim Pasture | Rock Creek | 656 Cattle 06/01-10/31 3976 0
#01401 Mtn 1500 Sheep | 06/01-07/16
1500 Sheep | 09/01-10/08
1343 Sheep | 06/01-10/01
Effects
No Action

Under this alternative, wild horse population control methods would not be implemented, and wild
horses would not be gathered. This would allow wild horse populations to increase by approximately
20% each year within the project area and likely expand into nearby non-HMA areas. Since livestock and
wild horses compete for similar resources (food and water), livestock use would be directly impacted by
an ever-growing overpopulation of wild horses, both within and outside the HMAs. In response to the
overpopulation of wild horses, livestock operators may have to reduce, or remove, their livestock from
the range to ensure their stock are adequately fed, and to prevent excessive impacts to rangeland
resources.

The current wild horse population is several times above the AML set in the 2014 Lander RMP. Without
removing excess wild horses, heavy to severe utilization would likely occur in future years, especially
during times of drought. The indirect impacts of taking no action would include decreased rangeland
health; increased competition between livestock, wild horses and wildlife for the available forage and
water; and reduced quantity and quality of forage and water; these would affect livestock operators who
utilize these grazing allotments.

Displacement of livestock under this alternative would be slow and indirect. It is possible that livestock
operators would need to maintain range improvements more frequently due to the increased number of
wild horses that would use them. In some cases, livestock operators may maintain their water sources,
only to find that wild horses have made full use of the water source, leaving little for livestock use. If
livestock operators are forced to remove their livestock from the range, they would likely cease
maintaining their range improvements altogether. As the wild horse population increases, range
conditions would deteriorate. Since it can take a long time for rangelands to recover from impacts
associated with overgrazing, it is likely that rangelands would continue to be in a degraded condition
even if excess wild horses are removed from the range in future years.

Gather to the Low AML Only (No Population Control)

The “Gather to the low AML Only (No Population Control)” alternative would allow for the wild horse
gather to be implemented in these four HMAs which would reduce the population of wild horses back to
their AMLs. Reducing the current population of wild horses would directly reduce the number of AUMs
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utilized each year. This alternative would reduce the 28,757 AUMs that are currently being used by wild
horses in 2022, to approximately 7,719 AUMs at their high AML. This would result in a reduction of
approximately 21,038 AUMS if completed in 2022. This reduction of 21,038 AUMs is equivalent to 42%
of the total AUMs that the BLM authorizes for livestock grazing each year. If this alternative were
implemented after the year 2022, this would result in an even higher reduction of AUMs. With wild horse
numbers reduced to the lower end of AML and no birth control measures implemented, future wild horse
gathers would still be needed frequently.

Proposed Action

The proposed action would allow for the wild horse gather and fertility control methods to be
implemented in these four HMAs which would reduce the population of wild horses back to their AMLs.
Reducing the current population of wild horses would directly reduce the number of AUMs utilized each
year. This alternative would reduce the 28,757 AUMs that are currently being used by wild horses in
2022, to approximately 7,719 AUMs at their high AML. This would result in a reduction of approximately
21,038 AUMS if completed in 2021. This reduction of 21,038 AUMs is equivalent to 42% of the total
AUMs that the BLM authorizes for livestock grazing each year. If the proposed action were implemented
after the year 2022, this would result in an even higher reduction of AUMs. With wild horse numbers
reduced to the lower end of AML and birth control measures implemented, future wild horse gathers
would be more infrequent, further reducing disturbance to livestock and management operations.

Mitigation

No mitigation measures are necessary. The project design features include notifying livestock operators
within the gather area prior to the gather, enabling them to take precautions and avoid conflict with
gather operations.

Consultation and Coordination

Tribes, Individuals, Organizations, or Agencies Consulted

Person
Consulted Title Agency/Tribe/Organization

US Fish and Wildlife Service, Wyoming
Tyler Abbott Field Supervisor Field Office

US Fish and Wildlife Service, Wyoming
Julie Reeves Plant and Wildlife Biologist Field Office

List of Preparers
The following Lander Field Office personnel reviewed or have been contacted with regard to this EA.

Name Title Responsible for
Natural Resources Special Status Plant Species, Noxious and
Emma Freeland Specialist Invasive Weeds
Adam T. Calkins & Nicholas Cultural Resources/Paleontology, Native
Freeland Archeologist American Religious Concerns,
Supervisory Rangeland Livestock grazing, Wetlands/Riparian
Grant Burke Management Specialist Areas, Soils, Vegetation (Native)
Recreation, Travel Management, Special
Outdoor Recreation Designations, and Human Health and
Jared Oakleaf Planner Safety.
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Name Title Responsible for
Wild Horse and Burro
Clay Stott Specialist Wild Horses
Liaison for: Air Quality/Climate change,
BLM Natural Areas, Greenhouse Gas
Planning and emissions, Environmental Justice,
Environmental Prime/Unique Farmlands, Socio-economics
Holly Elliott Coordinator NEPA compliance review

Aaron Rutledge

Wildlife Biologist

Fish and Wildlife, including USFWS
designated species and BLM sensitive
species, Migratory Birds

Geology, Floodplains, Hydrologic

Tom Sunderland Geologist Conditions (including Water Quality)
Fluid Minerals (Surface), Wastes (solid,
Lindsay Aberrombie-Johler NRS hazardous)

Sebastien P. Guinard

Petroleum Engineer

Fluid Minerals (Subsurface)

Leta Rinker Realty Specialist Lands/Access
Jim Gates Forester Woodland/Forestry
Jim Critz Engineer Engineering Review
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Appendix A - Resources Considered and Eliminated From Further Analysis

The following list of resource and features not present within the project area and not discussed in this
EA:

e Environmental Justice

e Prime or Unique Farmlands

e Flood Plains

e Native American Religious Concerns

e Forest Resources

e Class | visual management areas,

e Class | Airsheds,

¢ Wild and Scenic Rivers

e Special Designations, Wilderness values or inventoried lands with wilderness characteristics

. ACECs

e Human Health and Safety Issues

e Air Quality

e Fire and Fuels

e Lands and Access

e Lands with Wilderness Characteristics

e Socioeconomics

e Public Health and Safety

e Heritage Resources

e Recreation
Resources and features present in the project area but not affected by the proposed action or
alternatives include:

Resource/Feature | Rationale for Determination
Present

Fluid mineral There are oil and gas activities in the area of the proposed action; however, the
resources surface | action is not proposed to take place in those areas and therefore there are no
potentially significant environmental risks.

Hydrologic The proposed action overlies numerous surface water drainages and aquifers.
Conditions However, removal and population control of wild horses as described by the
proposed action will not create erosion sedimentation or water quality issues.
Therefore, the proposed action or alternatives will pose no potential impacts to
hydrologic conditions or water quality.

Paleontology The HMAs have a Potential Fossil Yield Class of low to very high (PFYC 2-5).
However, since the project does not cause ground disturbance it is not
anticipated the project will have an effect of paleontological resources.

Soils The proposed action occurs over an area of approximately 375,292 acres which
contains a wide variety of soil types and series. Removal and population control
of wild horses as described by the proposed action will not create soil erosion,
compaction, sedimentation, or other adverse impacts to the soils. Therefore, the
proposed action or alternatives will pose no potential impacts to soils.
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Visual Resources

The action does not result in surface disturbance that would cause contrast with
the characteristic landscape. Therefore, there are no visual resource impacts.

Proposed and
Candidate Wildlife
Species:

Travel No changes to travel management will occur as a result of this action.
management

Threatened, Potential Black-footed Ferret (Endangered; Non-Essential, Experimental
Endangered, Population [Federal Register October 30, 2015, 10(j) Rule)] habitat (white-tailed

prairie dog towns) exists in the Complex. Past surveys conducted in relation to
other development activities have not recorded the presence of black-footed
ferrets. Horse trap sites and staging areas associated with gathers are never
placed in prairie dog towns due to the possibility of horses breaking their legs in
the burrows or degrading prairie dog habitat. This action would have no impacts
to black-footed ferrets and this species will not be addressed further in the
document. Areas exhibiting active white-tailed prairie dog activity would be
avoided for trap sites to avoid disturbance to these and potential associated
species such as burrowing owls or black footed ferrets. Some concentrated
disturbance may occur during the actual gathering activity from horses falling
through or crushing shallow burrows; which also occurs as large animals
naturally traverse the rangeland.

There are no Threatened or Endangered wildlife species or designated critical
habitat present within the project area. The gather would be located within the
North Platte River depletion area. No water depletions are associated with the
proposed gather; therefore, there would be no effect to any federally listed
aquatic species present in or downstream of the North Platte River.
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Appendix C — Acronyms and Abbreviations

AML - Appropriate Management Level

AVMA — American Veterinary Medical Association
BA - Biological Assessment

BO - Biological Opinion

CAWP - Comprehensive Animal Welfare Program
COR - Contracting Officer Representative

EA — Environmental Assessment

EPA — Environmental Protection Agency

ESA - Endangered Species Act

FLPMA — Federal Land Policy and Management Act
Fst — Fixation Index

GHMA - General Habitat Management Area
GRSG - Greater Sage Grouse

He — Heterozygosity

HMA — Herd Management Area

Ho - Homozygosity

IUDs - Intrauterine Devices

NAS — National Academies of Sciences

NRHP - National Register of Historic Places

NWI - National Wetland Inventory

PHMA - Priority Habitat Management Area

Pl — Project Inspector

PZP — Porcine Zona Pellucida

RMP — Resource Management Plan

SOPs — Standard Operating Procedures

TNEB - Thriving Natural Ecological Balance
USFWS - U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

WFRHBA — Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act
WGFD — Wyoming Game and Fish Department
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Appendix D -- Maps
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